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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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CORRECTION: In the last edition of History Matters 
we attributed the story on Russell Graham to Gordon 
Matthews when the story was written by Craig Baird, 
Australian National Surfing Museum. Apologies to both 
gentlemen.

The material in this magazine is copyright, apart from any fair 
dealing for the purpose of private study, research, criticism or 
review as permitted under the Copyright Act 1958 and subsequent 
amendments, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored 
in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise 
without prior written permission. Every attempt has been made to 
contact copyright holders for permission to reproduce their work 
in this magazine. 
Enquiries should be made to tmuseumwithoutwalls@gmail.com
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brief story of 
CHARLES DANIEL PRATT

Charles Daniel Pratt was born in Wellington, New Zealand, in 1891, 
the eldest of seven children. Growing up he was cadet with the First 

Wellington Rifle Company. 

Prior to the Great War, although working as a grocer’s clerk, Charles 
proved to be adept with things mechanical and was the proud owner 
of a Bradbury motorcycle. He was a keen shooter and a member of the 
Wellington Volunteers and Territorials Militia and at the outbreak of war 
quickly volunteered for service. It was not long before he found himself 
in action at Gallipoli where he was wounded. He also served in the Egypt 
and Palestine campaigns, with the New Zealand Engineers in the motor 
dispatch riders section, his final service being in the Royal Flying Corps 
based at Ismailia with the No. 113 Squadron RAF. He was a natural pilot 
and soon began teaching others. He rose from Private to Lieutenant 
during his service and was a proficient flyer when war ended.

The Palestine campaign marked the beginning of photographic air 
reconnaissance which detected military movement and mapped 

clearly difficult terrain. World War One pilots were 
trained in air photography where they were both pilot 
and photographer. During the Palestine campaign aerial 
photography enhanced inadequate maps of the Turkish 
Front and transformed into an essential post-war 
cartographic instrument. This technical advance was the 
forerunner for the later digital use of Google maps.

At war’s end the early planes that Pratt had learned to 
fly became war surplus. With the family inheritance Pratt 
bought two planes which he disassembled and crated for 
shipment from the Suez Canal to Wellington New Zealand 
with the intention of establishing an aviation business. 
Geelong was chosen for residency by chance because 
a dock strike saw him stranded in Melbourne. Charles 
had become friendly with the Captain of the Cooee, the 
stranded ship and persuaded him to unload one of the 
crates containing an aeroplane. Engineers from the ship 
helped assemble it. Using the dock as a runway, Pratt 
taxied the assembled plane, a De Havilland, skimming 
over crates, precariously missing an overhead crane and 
the masts of nearby ships to park at a Port Melbourne 
airfield. The assembled plane provided Charles with 
the opportunity to explore the region. He subsequently 
flew around Port Phillip Bay, discovering the Belmont 
Commons as a good place to offer joyrides around the 
area, leasing it in 1920 and established his residence at 
200 Latrobe Terrace, Geelong.  He remained there until 
moving to Essendon in 1938. Soon after setting up in 
Geelong he convinced his three brothers to join him. Two 
of his brothers, Percy and Len, were taught to fly and 
helped with the business, Geelong Air Service Pratt Bros, 
while the third brother, Alf, was to operate a motorcycle 
courier business.

These ‘new frontier’ joyrides upped the ante on the 
amusements of St. Kilda’s Luna Park introduced 8 years 
earlier. 

Pratt’s aerial photography marked and historically 
documented the emerging suburban and industrial 
landscapes of Geelong and Port Phillip Bay. Comparing 
Charles Pratt’s images of Torquay last century to Google 
maps today show the speed of movement around the 
district. One hundred years later Torquay Museum 
Without Walls shares many of these images across our 
magazine and website highlighting Torquay’s changing 
face.

EYE IN  THE 
SKY

CHERYL BAULCH
Images State Library Victoria
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Pratt's aerial images of Torquay in the 1930s.

Opposite:

Top - operating from Belmont Common for joy rides

Middle - Torquay front beach identifying the wreck of the Scammell hull and the many bathing 
boxes that once lined the foreshore.

Bottom - the early bowling green and clubhouse in Taylor Park

Above

Top - showing gates in Taylor Park and the block bound by Zeally Bay Road, The Esplanade, 
Gilbert Street and Cliff Street

Bottom - along The Esplanade showing an early general store, now Frenchy's & Bob Sugar 
Torquay on the corner of Price Street. South of the corner is Two Bays and Doc Hughes general 
store. Also one of the foreshore kiosks operated by Doc Hughes.



and each week or so, we bought a big 
blue stamp with a picture of a plane or 
a ship or some other war machinery on 
it for 2/- which we stuck on a card, and 
when filled up, we would exchange for a 
War Savings Certificate.

Another important person who came 
to our front door was Keith Charles, the 
Milkman. Keith drove a horse-drawn 
milk cart past the gate every morning. 
We left a billy at the gate. The milk was 
carried in big shiny containers on the 
back of the cart. Keith scooped it up 
with a pint measure and poured it into 
our Billy.

Our bread came from Marshall’s Bakery, 
just a short walk down Boston Road. 
The delicious smell of baking bread 
wafted out from the bakery and drifted 
up the road. Mr Marshall was a large 
man of few words,  who wore a white 
apron over a white Tee shirt and white 

trousers and was, not surprisingly, often 
covered in flour. The bread was sold in a 
small shop next to the bakehouse.

We bought fresh rabbits at sixpence 
a pair from Artie Smith, who lived in a 
cottage on the corner of Torquay Road 
and Boston Road. Artie had lots of 
rabbit skins turned inside out, drying on 
wireframes and piles of wicked-looking 
traps hanging on the walls of his shed.

Fish came from the various local 
fisherman who would call at our door 
when they had a plentiful supply.

We knew most of the shopkeepers quite 
well. Mrs McHenry was the postmistress, 
Basil Drayton owned the general store 
and sold the papers, Dave Berryman, 
the butcher, was a special friend and 
Freddy Payne, who owned the garage, 
was also a handy friend to have.

THE BUTCHER, 

THE BAKER,

AND THE 
MILKMAN

SALLIE RAMSAY
Sallie Ramsay, author of several children’s books, is the great 
granddaughter of early Torquay settler Andrew White. Her 
parents brought her home to Torquay where they were living 
at the time in late January 1939. Six weeks later bushfires de-
stroyed, their home and almost all their possessions. Despite 
this rough beginning her memoirs recall happy times spent 
living in Anderson Street in the 1940s

SUMMER VISITORS
To our Torquay House

l
WONDERFUL MEMORIES OF HOLIDAYS 

IN TORQUAY

JSALLIE RAMSAYI

A number of interesting people came to our 
back door at Torquay. The Watkins man 
was a favourite; he was the equivalent of 

a pedlar. He used to drive right into the backyard 
and open his enormous suitcase on the edge 
of the back verandah. The case was filled with 
lots of brightly colure shiny tins decorated with 
golf patterns: The tins were filled with spices: 
cinnamon, nutmeg, curry powder, cloves and 
allspice that smelled delicious. Each spice had 
its own special coloured tin that looked very 
impressive on the pantry shelf. The bottles 
contained vanilla, lemon, and pink cochineal for 
colouring my birthday meringues.

Mr Ellis, the SP bookmaker, was a regular Saturday 
morning visitor during the War and afterwards. 
He was a small, dapper man who always wore 
a very smart suit and a sharp-brimmed hat. 
Starting price or off-course betting was illegal in 
those days, but I am sure Mr Ellis has a thriving 
business in the district.

There was a man who sold War Saving Stamps, 
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THE 50 YEAR
PAPER ROUND

CHRIS BARR

It was a baptism of fire when John and Helen Colman took 
over the Torquay Newsagency in Gilbert Street from John 
McKenzie on Australia Day in 1972. A mid-summer long 
weekend, a town full of visitors and the campgrounds 
overflowing. It was sink or swim! The task proved not too 
daunting as John not only survived but continued as the 
town’s only newsagent for 50 years and, despite his recent 
retirement, the Colman name continues to hang over the 
door of the Gilbert Street shop, as his son, Peter continues 
to run the business.

John and Helen met and married in Maryborough in the 
Victorian Central Highlands where three generations of 
the Colmans had owned and run the local garage. The 
family had spent holidays at Ocean Grove and discovered 
they enjoyed the coastal life and the chance to escape 
the winter chills. So when the opportunity arose to buy a 
business, they snapped it up and moved to the coast after 
their purchase of Torquay newsagency. 

John would be up before dawn six days a week to collect 
his papers from the truck as it did its coastal deliveries. He 
would sort and roll the papers and divide into piles for the 
paper boys. Having a paper round was a prestigious job 
and John always had a long line of local kids when he was 
advertising for the role. 

The morning paper delivery route was bounded by the 
two creeks Deep Creek to the north and Spring Creek to 
the west and south. His six paper boys were sourced from 
the Torquay Primary School. There no was high school in 
town, so once the boys needed to go to Year 7, they had 
to catch the early bus to Geelong, and were forced to give 
up their job.  Each of the boys would deliver about 30 to 40 
papers along two or three streets each. They were often 
accompanied by the family dog. The old school was located 
centrally in town so they would finish their round and head 
up Bristol Road in time for the morning bell. 

The boys were paid per paper delivered but 
always did well with tips and gifts at Easter 
and Christmas. Baskets of eggs would be 
left at gates for collection at Easter and at 
Christmas the boys would collect between 
$80-$100 in tips. It was a lucrative job for 
any 11 or 12 years old child,  no wonder they 
hated giving it up. There was no daily delivery 
to the few permanently occupied houses 
over the creek in Jan Juc, but if you were lucky 
enough to have local milkman Laurie Nairn 
deliver your milk on Mondays Wednesday 
and Friday, John would send the papers 
with him. Helen later delivered the papers 
Tuesdays and Thursdays in her car.

By mid-morning John would take a break and leave the 
shop in the capable hands of his two local ladies Mrs. 
Parker and Mrs. Little. Both longtime residents who knew 
everybody in town, they would give gentle reminders 
about overdue accounts, and who should and should not 
be allowed to book things up, as well sharing all the local 
happenings. They were honest and trustworthy and John 
said “they ran the shop and ran him”. Their sage advice was 
much appreciated.

John would be back in the shop for the delivery of the 
evening Herald. Friday was the busiest day in the shop as 
locals arrived to pay their weekly account. Gilbert Street 
was always a buzz on Fridays and provided a chance for 
him to meet his customers in person.

On Saturdays after a busy 
morning the shop would be open for the delivery of the 
Saturday night Herald and Sporting Globe filled with footy 
and racing results. These would be delivered by taxi and 

there was always a regular gathering on the footpath 
waiting for them to arrive. John would snip the string 
that bound the papers on the footpath and they would 
disappear in 10 minutes. With no papers on a Sunday it 
was designated as a day of rest.

Over the Christmas holiday period John would do deliveries 
in the busy campgrounds at the Foreshore, Bernell and at 
Zeally Bay (where the Wyndham is now located). He would 
load the papers in his ute, driving slowly through the parks 
with his paper boy on the back tray selling papers and 
collecting the money. Again, the boys made wonderful tips 
and usually ended the summer with a nice bank balance. 
The paper man and the milkman were fixtures of summer 
in the campground and welcomed each year by the regular 
holiday visitors.

During the 1980s the increase in TV news 
services and the demise of the caravan parks 
the distribution of newspapers began to fall, but 
the newsagency in Torquay bucked this trend and 
kept the local circulation going up.

The permanent population was expanding at such 
a rate there was no slow down as John supplied 
sub agents in Bell St , the milk bars in Jan Juc and 
Wombah Park, and later added Breamlea and 
Bellbrae morning deliveries. 

Perhaps the biggest contributing factor to the popularity 
of the shop was the fact that in a surfing town the pile of 
Surf magazines was always high in Torquay. The Surfer Peter Troy working in his parents newsagency        Source: Libby Troy



MELBA HOUSE

Torquay has long been a destination for tourists. To encourage the holidaymakers 
and fishermen, James Follett built his Ocean View Villa on what we now call 
the Surf Coast Highway. When the government made more land available, he 
purchased the allotment on the corner of Bell Street and Rudd Avenue. He built 
the Palace Hotel, known today as the Torquay Pub, which is still a place of food, 
refreshments and accommodation.

In the early 1900s, accommodation was provided by not only the Palace Hotel 
but also guest houses such as Two-Bays standing prominently on The Esplanade, 
St. Helliers, Vietta, York House, Niela and several private boarding houses, which 
could be classified as the fore-runner to Airbnb!

St. Helliers Guest House was on the corner of Price and Pride Streets, with Melba 
House built in the back paddock beside it. Mrs Eliza Edwards (later Mrs Woolf) 
purchased the property and began managing the guest house in 1902. Melba 
House had tennis courts in the front and possibly a small bowling green for lawn 
bowls entertainment. Later Mrs Datson, Miss Harcombe and Mrs Ashmore were 
early managers of the guest house. In the late 1920s, the establishment was 
known as Pioneer House.

By the time the 1940 bushfire ravaged the town, the wooden building was disused 
and empty. It quickly suffered complete and rapid destruction during the fire and 
was later sold for the land value. 

JCHERYL BAULCHI
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Gilbert Street views over the years

and surfing magazines 
from the USA steadily 
increased, and these were 
joined by the Australian 
Surfing World, Tracks 
and a number of smaller 
publications

Local surfers, industry 
moguls and grommets 
would eagerly await each 
new addition to check the 
surf photos from faraway 
places and the latest ads 

for boards and products. 
Sales would soar if any of the local stars were featured.

At Easter surfers from Australia and all over the world would 
drop into the shop, always somewhat delighted to see 
familiar faces behind the counter. Part of the pilgrimage to 
Torquay was a visit to Gilbert Street. 

In the early 1980s Alan Atkins, the contest director at the 
Bells contest, approached John about some sponsorship. 
John rounded up Graham Jackman the butcher, Harvey Price 
from the haberdashery and Phil Newson in the chemist and 
for 10 years or so they sponsored one of the women’s event 
as the ‘Torquay Traders’. The girls delighted in returning over 
the years to see their photos on the wall of fame in the shop.

John has seen many changes from the window of his shop 
in Gilbert Street over his time. He has dropped papers on 
his counter with some amazing headlines over his 50 years. 
Politicians have come and gone, wars have begun and 
ended. The 1983 bushfires remain as the most memorable 
for John because of the effect they had on the Surf Coast 
communities. For weeks afterwards the shop became the 
drop off point for collections of clothing, blankets and food 
supplies to be ferried down the coast to those who had lost 
homes. 

Since Col Troy opened the shop in the 1960s the Torquay 
Newsagency has been a place of fascination to the local 
children, full of comic books, lollies, school supplies and 
novelty items. With its windows plastered with posters and 
newspaper advertising it uniquely reflected history of the surf 
industry to our town. In tough times it has been a mainstay 
of our community, a friendly place to find daily news and to 
share our own news with neighbours and mates.

Ed Beacham on cover of Surfing World
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Sadly Cyril was only 63 when he died at Mt Waverley on 
13 December 1966 and was cremated a few days later at 
Springvale Crematorium. 

According to the 1977 and 1980 electoral rolls, Catherine 
continued to live at Mt Waverley until she moved to 8/50 Zeally 
Bay Rd, Torquay.

Catherine died a month after her 100th birthday on 14 July 
1990 and was buried on 17 July 1990 in the Baptist Section #59 
at Bellbrae Cemetery. Her husband, Cyril’s ashes were most 
likely interred the same day.

Centenarian - 
1890–1990

Cyril McKeown

CEMETERY TALES

Catherine Rands was born on 26 June 1890. Her parents John 
Alexander Rands and Janet ‘Jessie’ Patterson had married in 

1882 and registered the birth at Tower Hill near Warrnambool.

Catherine had eight siblings born between 1883 and 1899 
– John, Eliza Jane, Jessie Bridget, Alexander, Catherine, Annie, 
Albert and Ethel May.

Before her marriage, Catherine lived at Camperdown and 
worked as a waitress at the Railway Station in 1919. She then 
moved to the city and worked primarily as a barmaid at several 
hotels, including the Royal Oak at Cheltenham and the Belgravia 
Hotel at Footscray. She also lived at Northcote in 1931, still 
working as a barmaid.

On 18 November 1935 at Northcote, Catherine, aged 45, 
married engineer/boilermaker Cyril Francis McKeown, born at 
Clifton Hill in 1903. 

Catherine and Cyril lived at several addresses in Melbourne, 
including 25 Albion St, Fawkner and 19 Mummery St, Mt 
Waverley.

TALES FROM BELLBRAE CEMETERY
JVICKI SMITH I

CATHERINE 'AUNT KIT' 
KITTY MCKEOWN
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LAND
ON FIRE

Australia is widely regarded as the most fire-prone country in 
the world.

Fire has shaped Australia's landscape for millions of years. 
Some Australian flora and fauna have evolved to coexist with 
bushfires, and fire forms an integral part of its regeneration 
cycle in the case of a eucalypt forest. Aboriginal people used 
fire as a tool. They burnt the land in what is now called "fire 
stick firing". The process cleared areas ,making it easier for 
travelling and hunting. The fire was part of their lives, but the 
fire got in the way of European settlers. 

The most severe bushfires usually occur in the south-eastern 
corner of Australia, south of a line from Sydney to Adelaide, 
where the most severe fire weather (hot, dry, strong winds) 
generally occurs. In association with this climatic influence, the 

c h e r y l  b a u l c h

south-eastern areas of mainland Australia, Tasmania, 
and the south-western corner of Western Australia also 
produce the tallest forests and heavy fuel loads. When 
these usually wet forests dry out, the heavy fuel loads 
produce the most intense and devastating bushfires. 
(Yearbook Australia 1995)

Natural disasters such as bushfires, however, not only 
bring death and destruction but also bring out the best in 
human nature. Numerous tales of bravery, selflessness 
and compassion have come out of the tragedy. Volunteer 
firefighters put their lives on the line; community groups 
feed and house the displaced; people all around Australia 
donate generously to fund-raising appeals. 

Locally, many people still remember the Ash Wednesday 
bushfires that burned across South Australia and 
Victoria on 16 February 1983.

Over 180 fires swept across Victoria and South Australia. 
High temperatures, intense winds, and low summer 
rainfall caused a high fire danger in Victoria's eucalypt 
forests. Many lives, property, stock and other assets 
were lost. The total cost of the property damage in 
Victoria was estimated to be over $200 million.

The great irony was the fires fell on the first day of Lent, 
known as Ash Wednesday. It is commonly observed with 
ashes and fasting. 

Until the 2009 Black Saturday bushfires, Ash Wednesday 
had the highest-recorded death toll for a bushfire 

disaster. For the next quarter century, Ash Wednesday 
was used as the measure for all bushfire emergencies 
in Australia, and this has been supplemented by the 
lessons learned from the 2009 Black Saturday. Ash 
Wednesday remains well-known as one of the worst 
natural disasters in Australia's history.

Within twelve hours, more than 180 fires fanned by hot 
winds up to 110 km/h caused widespread destruction 
across Victoria and South Australia. Years of severe 
drought and extreme weather combined to create one 
of Australia's worst fire days in a century. 

Many fatalities resulted from firestorm conditions 
caused by a sudden and violent wind change in the 
evening which rapidly changed the direction and size of 
the fire front. The speed and ferocity of the flames, aided 
by abundant fuels and a landscape immersed in smoke, 
made fire suppression and containment impossible. 
As a result, residents often fended for themselves as 
fires broke communications, cut off escape routes and 
severed electricity and water supplies. Up to 8,000 
people were evacuated in Victoria at the height of the 
crisis, and a state of disaster was declared for the first 
time in South Australia's history.

The emergency saw the largest number of volunteers 
called to duty from across Australia at the same time—an 
estimated 130,000 firefighters, defence force personnel, 
relief workers and support crews. 

ASH WEDNESDAY,

16 FEBRUAY

1983

Images Keith Cecil

FAIRFAX ARCHIVES https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/35-years-
on-from-ash-wednesday-20180215-h0w5i2.html
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THE LEAD UP

Before Ash Wednesday, most of Victoria had experienced 
a drought. Rainfall over winter and spring was low, and 
summer rainfall for Victoria was up to 75 percent less 
than in previous years. Low rainfall meant less moisture 
in the soil, and water supplies in many places were almost 
dry. In addition, the moisture in the air, known as relative 
humidity, was also low.

As 1982 came to a close, severe water restrictions were 
imposed in Melbourne. There had been four years of 
drought, and the water level of the Eildon Weir had sunk 
24 metres. On 24 November, the earliest Total Fire Ban in 
forty years was proclaimed in Victoria. 

Even before 16 February, fires were already causing 
destruction in Victoria. The first big bushfire occurred on 
25 November 1982 and was followed by large fires on 3 
and 13 December 1982.

After lightning on 31 December started the Cann River 
fire, the state's east burnt uncontrolled for almost a 
month. At the same time a major bushfire had taken hold 
north of Bacchus Marsh in the Wombat State Forest, 
where two Forest Commission workers lost their lives 
defending Greendale. Then, on 1 February 1983, a day of 
record high temperature, a fire burnt the north face of 
Mount Macedon and state forest areas. Fifty houses were 
destroyed. There was also a fire raging through Mount 
Donna Buang. These fires were already creating a strain 
on firefighting resources. 

An ominous sign of things to come occurred on the 
afternoon of 8 February when a giant dust storm 
enveloped Melbourne. The dust cloud was over 300 
metres high and 500 kilometres long. It was composed 
of an estimated 50,000 tonnes of topsoil from the 

drought-ravaged Wimmera and Mallee areas of north-
west Victoria. Leading a dry, cool change and preceded 
by record temperatures, the dust storm cut visibility in 
Melbourne to 100 metres, creating near darkness for 
almost an hour. 

The Victorian Government firefighting agencies employed 
extra staff and organised additional equipment and 
aircraft to be ready over the summer.

THE DAY

Wednesday, 16 February, dawned as another unrelentingly 
hot, dry day. Complex weather conditions early in the day 
did not signify how the day would develop. 

There were 104 fires already burning in Victoria, most of 
these controlled or contained.

The day had clear skies and rising temperatures. 

A front (or band) of cold air was located in the Great 
Australian Bight off the coast of South Australia. The front 
caused the hot air in the centre of Australia to be drawn 

southwards, creating hot, turbulent, gale-force northerly 
winds over Victoria. As a result, temperatures around 
Melbourne and Adelaide quickly rose above 43.2°C 
(110°F), the hottest February date since 1901, with winds 
gusting up to 100 km/h and relative humidity plunging to 
as low as 6 per cent. 

Many bushfires were reported in the early to mid-
afternoon. However, the front moved inland by late 
afternoon, and the northerly winds became much 
stronger. The winds pushed the fires in a southerly 
direction creating long narrow fires. Spot fires spread 
quickly and joined ahead of the central fire, making it 
difficult for firefighters to control.

The first fire was reported at 11:30 am at McLaren Flat, 
south of Adelaide. 

It was after 2 pm that the situation exploded.

Within hours, multiple reports of breaking fires quickly 
began to flood  Victoria's and South Australia's emergency 
services. 

In Victoria alone, 180 fires were reported, eight of which 
became major fires. 

At one stage, the entire Melbourne metropolitan area 
was encircled by an arc of fire. Property loss began early 
in the afternoon, particularly in the Adelaide Hills, east of 
Adelaide and the Dandenong Ranges, east of Melbourne.

WINDS CHANGE

The most disastrous factor in the Ash Wednesday fires 
occurred just before nightfall when a fierce and dry 
wind change swept across South Australia and Victoria. 
This abruptly changed the direction and dramatically 
increased the intensity of the fires. The long corridors of 
flame that had been driven all day by the strong northerly 
were suddenly hit by gale-force south-westerly winds and 
merged to become enormous fire fronts, many kilometres 
wide. Most of the losses of life and property occurred in 
the hour following the wind change.

The near-cyclonic strength of the wind change created 
an unstoppable firestorm that produced tornado-like 
fire whirls and fireballs of eucalyptus gas measuring over 
three metres across. Survivors reported that the roar of 
the fire front was similar to that of a jet engine, though 
multiplied fifty, a hundred times. The temperature and air 
pressure change were so savage that houses were seen 
exploding before fire could touch them.

Unusual phenomena arising from the extreme conditions 
were reported. For example, one survivor was startled to 

see a burning mattress hurtling through the air. Others 
noted road surfaces that bubbled and caught fire.

CSIRO experts later reported that, from evidence of 
melted metal, the heat of the fires after the change rose 
to 2,000 °C, exceeding that recorded during the Allied 
bombing of Dresden in World War II. 

In fact, the Ash Wednesday fires were measured at around 
60,000 kilowatts of heat energy per metre, similar to the 
atomic bomb on Hiroshima. 

Whole townships were obliterated in minutes. The 
large fires in the Western District near Warrnambool, 
Upper Beaconsfield (Cockatoo complex), East Trentham 
(Macedon fire complex), and Warburton complex resulted 
in 44 deaths, with over 1112 homes destroyed.

Photo by Marquisde on flickr

The clean-up crews at Airey's Inlet       Source Geoff Winkler



Page 21 | Page 20 | 

IN THE OTWAYS COMPLEX

Fire broke out at approximately 3.00 pm at Deans Marsh 
and moved toward Lorne and eventually onto the ridges 
above the town. The fire then moved down to the sand 
dunes, where many took refuge in the sea.

The blaze continued to burn towards Aireys Inlet, where 
walls of flame and an immense firestorm hit fibro houses. 
Moving at extraordinary speed, the fire then moved 
through Anglesea; homes were lost, but the central part 
of town was saved. The fire was so intense that firefighters 
were forced to abandon all control efforts and let it burn 
until it reached the ocean, destroying everything in its 
path. Sadly the firefighters could merely sit back and 
watch what was happening. Residents were forced down 
to the water edge of beaches in the areas to escape the 
flames.

The fire burned on through the night toward Jan Juc and 
Torquay. Jan Juc residents were evacuated, and those in 
Torquay were put on high alert, but many had already 
evacuated to the beach. The fire was eventually contained 
early morning near Bellbrae/Jan Juc. However, three 
people were killed, and 578 houses and other buildings 
were lost.

Telecom worker, Eric Mierla from Colac died when fire 
engulfed his car near Deans Marsh. He was returning 
home to Colac from Lorne.

At Fairhaven, Colin Barton died trying to save his home – 
he had already been burnt out in the Lara fires of 1969.

At Aireys Inlet, Lloyd Venables refused to leave  his house; 
his body was found later and ironically his house remained 
intact.

He told a Geelong Advertiser reporter that he helped beat 
the Japanese during World War 2 and I am going to beat 
this fire as well.

The morning light revealed the devastation of Aireys Inlet, 
Anglesea and Lorne, all resembling barren moonscapes. 

OVERALL DAMAGE

Public land affected by the fires includes the Dandenong 
Ranges National Park, the Wombat State Forest, and the 
Otways State Forest. The 1982–83 summer fires burned 
over 486,030 hectares of parks and forests. In addition, 
over 120,000 hectares of private land were burned.

The fires damaged valuable timber in State forests with 
losses of around $50 million. In addition, the fires burned 
the vegetation that protects the soil. Later, there was 
further damage through soil erosion, affecting streams 
and water catchments.

Over 16,000 firefighters attended the Ash Wednesday 
fires, including park and forest firefighters and Country 
Fire Authority volunteers, with 400 vehicles (fire trucks, 
water tankers, and dozers), 11 helicopters, and 14 fixed-
wing aircraft. Also assisting in fighting the fires were 1,000 
police, 500 defence force personnel, and countless local 
residents. 

TORQUAY FIRE BRIGADE (CFA)

Ash Wednesday survivors Cecil and Doris Armistead are 
living proof of using wisdom when caught in a bushfire. 
Along with the three CFA men, Cecil used his experience 
as a firefighter while stranded in their car for hours in the 
middle of the Ash Wednesday holocaust. Keeping calm 
was a critical factor in their survival.

The CFA crew had deliberately positioned their truck to 
protect the Armistead's car as much as possible. The 
Armistead’s had fled from their Deans Marsh home with 
only a few minutes to evacuate. Captain Bob O'Neil, Geoff 
Cairns, and Mark Tomkins were on the Torquay truck. 

A wall of fire came right at them among the flames and 
sparks flying everywhere. Cecil Armistead described 
the sound as "just like big jetliners about to take off and 
someone throwing shovels full of gravel over the car." The 
fire, with flames estimated to be about 18m high, came 
up the gully behind them; on another front, Bob O'Neil 
estimated the flames were as high as 30 – 50m. Everything 
was on fire, with balls of fire flying about. As hot coals 
packed up on the windshield of the Armistead's car, the 
plastic began to melt, and suddenly the car started to 
burn. Cecil Armistead believes that moving the car back 
and forth helped the tyres not melting or catching fire. 
The Armistead kept the windows up throughout the fiery 
ordeal reducing the radiation. The CFA truck also cut 
down the potentially fatal radiation.

After the back window in the CFA truck broke, the crew 
decided to jump into a ditch in front of the truck just 
before the interior and truck was engulfed by fire. Bob 
O'Neil noticed a small dam that was just inside the fence. 
Clutching their blankets, they decided to make a dash 
for it, lying in the few inches of water for the next hour 
protected by their blankets.

A glare lit the night sky, and during the ordeal, hot debris 
dropped, sizzling into the water around them, and sheets 

of roofing whistled through the air. It was 10:30 pm when 
they realised the wind had dropped. After climbing out of 
the dam, covered in mud and green slime, they stumbled 
across to the tanker. They were amazed to find the 
Armistead's frightened but safe.

RECOGNISED CAUSES

Many of the Victorian fires were thought to have been 
caused by sparks between short-circuiting power lines 
and tree branches connecting with power lines

There were deliberately lit fires, and close to home, the 
Deans Marsh fire may been started by a cigarette butt.

FIRE & ASHES: AFTERMATH

As a result of power lines contributing significantly to 
starting fires, areas under high-tension pylons were 
cleared, and local domestic lines considered to be at risk 
were replaced with insulated three-phase supply lines.

In South Australia, an inquest into the fires found that 
the communication systems used by the SA CFS were 
inadequate, and, as a result, the government radio 
network was installed. However, this did not happen until 
almost 20 years later.

Improvements in weather forecasting, with particular 
reference to wind changes and fronts, were undertaken 
by the Bureau of Meteorology. An emergency disaster 
plan, known as Displan, was also legislated. Many of the 
lessons learned in building better homes for fire survival, 
bush management and emergency response efficiency 
in the analysis of the fires conducted by the CSIRO were 
to prove vital in later crises, including the 1994 Eastern 
seaboard and 2003 Canberra fire outbreaks. 

A study was conducted into the 32 fatalities (excluding 

Fairhaven after the fire

Torquay fire truck that perished on Ash Wednesday, 
Source: Torquay CFA

From left firemen Mark Tomkins, Bob O'Neil and Geoff Cairns
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firefighters) that occurred in Victoria. It revealed that 25 
were outside their homes, several of whom died in vehicles 
while attempting to escape the inferno. In addition, it was 
found that delaying evacuation until the last minute was a 
common failing. 

After his life-threatening experience, firefighter Geoff 
Cairns wrote to the Geelong Advertiser:

 LETTER TO EDITOR………

CARY A BLANKET IN YOUR CAR

Dear Editor,

Each year, people burn to death trying to escape a wildfire. 

Therefore, I implore each and every driver concerned 

with surviving wildfire in their vehicle to acquire at least 

one woollen blanket for their own personal protection.

As a crew member of the Torquay CFA tanker, which was 

destroyed during the Ash Wednesday fires, I know that 

my crew members and I would not have survived our 

escape from the engulfed fire truck had we not each had 

a humble woollen blanket.

Our then state-of-the-art CFA tanker was not enough 

to survive the horrendous conditions, which included 

ferocious, killer radiant heat. Modern technology was 

no match for the woollen blankets we acquired from the 

local op shop for this very purpose.

Radiant heat travels in a different line from the heat 

source and in this instance was horrific. We only survived 

thanks to our strict adherence of our Torquay fire brigade 

training throughout the ordeal. With the tanker totally 

engulfed in flames, our chances of survival were rapidly 

diminishing as we were forced to evacuate the cabin of 

the truck.

We faced the surrounding inferno with our last 

possession, one woollen blanket each, which we then 

wrapped around ourselves as we huddled together in 

a nearby, shallow trench. This thin covering shielded us 

from the firestorm, and we lived to see another day.

Radiant heat kills and I urge everyone to carry this humble 

and affordable lifesaver in their vehicle.

Geoff Cairns, Torquay

LEGACY

Many psychological studies were undertaken in the 
months and years after the fire and found that the events 
left many in the affected communities with the effects of 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), even 20 years after 
the disaster. 

Overall, across Victoria, changes were made to the 
communication system, transport, how aircraft and 
bulldozers are used, and how support people are located 
across the landscape. Incident response teams improved 
their operations, complemented by improved training.

THE GREAT FIRE DEBATE

-	 To burn or not to burn?

-	 Can we fireproof Australia?

-	 How ready are we in the Otways?

EPILOGUE

As we mourn the terrible loss of life among our unknown 
neighbours in fires, we cannot afford the luxury of 
pretending we don't know why or how it happened.

Des Colquhoun, SA Advertiser editor-in-chief, wrote after 
Ash Wednesday: Bushfires are as much part of this country 
as redgums and kangaroos. Australia is not a bland rock 
that can be tamed by building three-bedroom bungalows 
and bitumen roads on it. As long as the inscrutable outback 
survives, as long as the sun blazes and cruel winds blow hot, 
and as long as we live among our delectable eucalypts, we 
shall be threatened by fire.

Fires are as Australian as Australia and are one of the invincible 
terrors that give our capricious country its unique personality. 
They are a reminder that even in the 20th century, this country 
demands endurance, heroism, and compassion from those 
she designs to nurture and to terrorise, sometimes mortally.

We cannot hope to live without fires. But, dear god, in the 
name of humanity, we must somehow learn to live with them.    

    

Images Col Hutchinson & Seventeen Years of European 

Settlement: Connewarre, the Home of the Black Swan

CONNEWARRE 
DISTRICT 
MEMORIES
The original Connewarre School was operated by the St Dunstan's Anglican Church. It opened in Dans Road in April, 
1858. Twenty years later it closed and was replaced by a magnificent structure in Bluestone Road. By that time, the 
Victorian Education Department was operating. Sadly, in 1965 that building was dismantled and a new wooden 
complex took its place. A supposed lack of natural light in the classroom was one reason given for the demise of the 
near 100 year-old landmark. Many of the stones from the old building were utilized to construct a retaining wall at the 
Barwon Heads river-front beach. The Bluestone School Road institution finally closed in 1993, when a state government 
decision resulted in the consolidation of district schools. 

The Connewarre East School, run by the Presbyterian Church in Fullers Lane, operated from 1864 until 1875. The 
Education Department reopened it in 1885 on another site, on the south-west corner of Barwon Heads and Lings 
Roads. 

In 1926 the building was relocated to become the Barwon Heads School, situated a few hundred metres west of the 
current Apco service station. In 1952, the current campus in Golf Links Road was opened.

C o n n e w a r r e  S c h o o l  b u i l d i n g s

COMPILED BY
JCOL HUTCHINSONI
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D I S T R I C T  P I C N I C

The Connewarre district annual picnic took 
place at Bream Creek on the 4th inst, under 
the auspices of the local Board of Advice. The 
whole of the members – Messrs White, Blyth, 
Green, Scott and Graham – were present. At 
an early hour Mr Blyth (correspondent) and 
his busy helpers had erected a large marquee. 
At about 11am there were 200 present. Mr 
Harkness looked after the tea and water supply. 
The games for the little ones were attended by 
Miss Griffiths (Connewarre East) and Mr and 
Mrs Kewish (Connewarre). The seniors indulged 
in cricket, quoits, rounders, ring games, etc, 
Messrs Green and Graham, with their helpers, 
attended the refreshment booth. Mrs Ford 
secured the bag of flour for the ladies walking 
match, and Mr Ford the same for the married 
men’s race.

Geelong Advertiser: 12 March, 1902

Appended is the result of the races:
Boot Race for senior boys – P. Kewish, 1; G. Middleton, 2.
Boot Race for junior boys – A. Bensch, 1; P. Graham and D. Reid 
(tie), 2. 
Senior Girls’ Race – Amy Green, 1; Bessie Reid, 2.
Junior Girls’ Race – Olive Lewis, 1; Jean Kewish, 2; Elsie Scott, 3.
Little Girls’ Race – Mary Kewish, 1; Sarah Hayes, 2.
A.B.C. Classes – Lillie Lucknow, 1; Emily Middleton, 2.
Small Boys’ Race – W. Smith, 1; A. Winkler, 2; P. Graham, 3.
Senior Boys’ Sack Race – W. Reid, 1; W. Summons, 2.
Junior Boys’ Sack Race – B. Clery, 1; R. Spencer, 2.
Mens’ Sack Race – A. Fuller, 1; W. Smith, 2.
Manx Race – Graham and Tait, 1; Summons and Spencer, 2.
Young Ladies’ Race – Miss Underwood and Miss Scott (tie), 1; .Miss 
Middleton, 2.
Young Mens’ Race – W. Smith, 1; A. Cameron; 2.
Married Ladies’ Race – Mrs Ford, 1; Mrs Lewis and Mrs Cameron, 2.
Married Mens’ Race – W. Smith, 1; Mr Ford, 1; Mr Kewish, 2; Mr 
Hyndes, 3.
Kangaroo Hop – W. Reid, 1; W. Summonds, 2; J. Scott, 3.

1902    120 YEARS AGO

1922    100 YEARS AGO
C O N N E W A R R E  A N D  D I S T R I C T  S O L D I E R S '  M E M O R I A L  H A L L

On 8 January 1921 a meeting of residents was held to 
begin the process of providing the Connewarre district 
with a public hall. Until then, functions were usually 
conducted in the school building. The following trustees 
were appointed: George Alexander Cameron, James 
Francis Challis and Robert John Fuller. The initial working 
committee comprised G.A. Cameron (Chairman), J. 
O,Neill (Secretary), L. McDonald, L.J. Challis and R. Fuller. 

To honour their three brothers who died while serving 
Australia during World War One, Jack and Frank Challis 
offered to donate an acre of land at 1280 Geelong-
Barwon Heads Road for the building. After consideration 
of several potential sites, land mid-way between 
Blackrock and Breamlea Roads, on the south side of the 
main road was selected. It was decided that, if trees were 
to be planted around the site, an additional quarter-acre 
would be needed. The Challis family readily agreed to 
the request. 

Quotes were obtained for the construction of a potential 
wooden ($2474) or brick ($3490) hall with a floor area 
of 97 square metres and an elevated stage. The former 
version was chosen, and the then amazing total of $1000 
in public subscriptions was raised in a short time.

After some problems with the quality of the 
flooring, the new hall was officially opened with a 
grand ball on 26 September 26 1922. A fee of 25c 
per adult created a profit of $17.90. In addition, 
a Connewarre Football Club Premiership 
celebration dinner/dance held at about that time 
produced a surplus of $8.15. The club donated 
a music stool in appreciation of the new facility.

In 1930, thieves broke into the hall and stole 

a pair of pincers, an electric torch and four bottles of 
soft drink. The committee was incensed and offered a 
$10 reward for information leading to a conviction. The 
outcome is not known.

Coincidentally the current Barwon Heads Public Hall is 
celebrating its centenary this year.

During the early 1970s, the Country Roads Board 
(VicRoads) announced the intention to create a dual 
highway from Geelong to Barwon Heads. As a result, the 
hall committee was forced to consider a new site for the 
public building. The original area was sold and the new 
owner moved the 50 year-old hall to the southern end of 
the block to use for domestic purposes.

A forty-four acre site was purchased on the south-east 
corner of Bluestone School and Randles Roads. It would 
eventually accommodate recreational and Connewarre 
CFA facilities as well as the hall building. On 13 August  
1976 the new 153 square metre facility was officially 
opened.

During 100 years of existence at two sites, the Connewarre 
Hall has hosted events such as committee meetings, 
euchre tournaments, changing facilities for football 
matches,  local sporting club Premiership celebrations, 
concerts, badminton, table tennis, auctions, social 
evenings, fancy dress balls, bush and old-time dances, 
square-dancing, art classes, trivia nights, movies, pie 
nights, play groups, bonfire nights, community group 
activities and Christmas parties.

Since the closure of the local primary school in 1993, the 
Hall has been the community centre of the district. 
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C O N N E W A R R E ’ S  B I G  N I G H T

N O T A B L E  F A N C Y  D R E S S  B A L L

"A wonderful night” was the unanimous verdict of all 
present at the plain and fancy dress ball held in the 
Soldiers’ Memorial Hall on behalf of the Memorial Hall 
funds. And the attendance was “something to write home 
about”. The building was crowded to its utmost capacity. 
Two char-a-bancs brought a contingent from Geelong, 
and from all over the district they came by every sort of 
conveyance, from the motor char-a-banc, via the buggy, 
down to “Shanks’ mare”. And the best of it all was that the 
onlookers, who packed the stage, enjoyed the proceedings 
as much as the dancers themselves, who were loud in their 
praises of the floor, the fascinating music and the thorough 
manner in which the arrangements were carried out to the 
last detail. This was the work of the committee, with Mr J. 
O’Neil as secretary, who was congratulated on all sides on 
what was regarded as one of the finest functions of the 
kind that has ever been held in the district.

It has been the custom to hold a dance fortnightly on behalf 
of the Memorial Hall funds, but on this occasion, it was 
decided to proceed on the grand scale, with the gratifying 
result noted. “Big” business generally tells.

Mr Dudley Johnson’s orchestra had been specially engaged 
for the occasion, and this was certainly an added attraction. 
The programme presented comprised dances that were 
fashionable in mother’s day – the waltz, the lancers, and 
so on – alongside the extra modern fox trot, one step, etc. 
It was a night of jollity, and the success far exceeded all 
expectations.

In a picturesque setting the dancers pirouetted in their 
many evolutions. The hall had been prettily decorated 

by the ladies’ committee, and one of the features of the 
scheme was a big may-pole streamer in the centre of the 
hall, which was raised later for a streamer dance. It was 
stated to be the first of its precise kind seen in the district.

The number of dancers who wore fancy dress was notable. 
Prizes were won as follows: - Best fancy dressed lady, Miss 
M. McDonald (as a Spanish Lady); best sustained character 
– ladies, Miss F. Eady (“Bridge”); best fancy dressed 
gentleman, Mr Fred Collyer of Barwon Heads. Another 
Barwon Heads success was scored in the best sustained 
character among the gentlemen, the award for which went 
to Mr Parer, of Mt Colite Hotel, as an Alpine guide. The prize 
for the best home made costume was captured by Miss 
Groves (“Billiard Girl”).

A party that attracted special attention was the football 
set of about 8, chiefly ladies. Among the visitors from 
Geelong were Mr J. Galbraith and Mrs W. Stewart, who 
acted in conjunction with others as judges of the various 
costumes, and Mr Galbraith considered the football set 
worthy of special mention. He announced that with a view 
of encouraging competition in sets, he would donate a 
prize for these at the next fancy dress ball.

An excellent supper was provided by the Memorial Hall 
committee, and served by the ladies. Mr Cameron, brother 
of the Senior Trustee of the Hall, acted as M.C.

Many requests have been made for a repeat function in 
the near future.

Geelong Advertiser: 30 July, 1923

The first game of football for a great many years was played at Connewarre on Saturday, 29th. The opposing team was 
Marshalltown. The game took place in Mr Scott’s paddock, which though level to the eye, yet had a few defects, which 
often turned the ball in an unexpected manner. Mr C. Challis captained for Connewarre, and Mr H. Earl for Marshalltown. 
The result of the game was: Connewarre one goal nine behinds: Marshalltown one goal five behinds. Mr Blair gave 
general satisfaction as umpire. The teams and supporters were entertained at the residence of Mr Scott.

Geelong Advertiser: 2 July, 1907

Connewarre Football Club was formed in 1921 and achieved immediate success, 
winning Premierships in its first two years of existence in the Freshwater Creek Football 
Association under the captaincy of Jack Challis, who was an outstanding player.

On one occasion, the Connewarre team was competing in a match at the local ground, 
which was in a paddock just east of the original Connewarre Memorial Hall along the 
Barwon Heads-Geelong Road between Blackrock Road and Breamlea Road. Jack Challis 
was an interested spectator.

During play, the field umpire was awarding most of the free kicks to the opposing team 
and Jack was shouting criticism of the standard of adjudication. As play continued, his 
objections became louder and more pointed. At one stage, without realizing, he walked 

across the boundary line onto the field to observe play more closely. The umpire lost patience, blew his whistle to stop 
play and ordered Jack to leave the field.

“You don’t have the power to order me off!” exclaimed Jack.

“Indeed, I do! Off you go!” came the stern reply.

“I’m not going! You have no authority!” shouted Jack.

“Why not??”

“I am the owner of this paddock! You can’t order me off my own land!” explained Jack with a wide grin on his face.

C O N N E W A R R E  f o o t b a l l
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CONNEWARRE v FRESHWATER CREEK
This Grand Final match was played on the Kardinia Oval on 
Saturday and drew a large number of spectators. Owing to 
the recent rains, the oval was in a very sloppy condition, the 
players finding it very difficult to keep their feet. In spite of 
this a fairly good game was witnessed. 

Connewarre won the toss and decided to kick to the 
southern goal. The Creek were the first to find their feet 
and attacked vigorously. Connewarre returned their effort, 
and soon had the Creek backs on in the defensive. The ball 

had, by this time, become 
a sodden mass. It proved 
exceptionally hard to 
handle and kicking ‘off the 
floor' seemed the order of 
the day. The first bell saw 
Connewarre still attacking 
strongly, but their 
forwards could not handle 
the ball with any accuracy 
and were without a major. 

The second term opened up brightly. The Creek, attacking 
strongly, soon had two goals to their credit. This was the 
Creek's quarter almost to the end, when Connewarre again 
came through with a rush and Evans cleverly snapped a 
sixer. Half-time scores were Freshwater Creek 2 goals 1 
behind, Connewarre 1 goal 8 behinds. 

After the interval, Connewarre had the better of the play, 
and quickly added three sixers and a single to their score, 
while the Creek failed to score.

The final term was much the same, for Connewarre 
monopolized the play. Playing with better judgment and 
more system than the Creek, they added three more sixers 
and a single, while the Creek were equal only to a single. 
The final scores were: Connewarre 7 goals 10 behinds; 
Freshwater Creek 2 goals 2 behinds. 

By this victory Connewarre have obtained the honor of 
flying the premier flag of the Association.

All the winning side played well, but special mention must 
be given to the Palmer brothers, Evans brothers, Feehan, 
Gogoll and Smith. For the Creek, Fraser was undoubtedly 
their best man, while Coombs, Larcombe, Bear and Seward 
did gallant service.

Goalkickers for Connewarre were: - Bradhurst (2), Evans 
(2), N. Palmer, A. Palmer, and Stokes, one each.

After the match, Coombs, the Creek captain, in true 
sportsmanlike manner came into the Connewarre dressing 
room and congratulated them on their performance.

F. Wright had charge of a very hard game, but his exhibition 
was highly creditable and he deserved the congratulations 
he received.

Geelong Advertiser:  22 August, 1922

Prior to 1922, footballers from adjacent districts such as 
Barwon Heads, Breamlea and Mount Duneed generally 
played with the Connewarre Club.

Exactly 100 years ago, Barwon Heads was able to form 
its own footy club, and initially was a member of the 
Freshwater Creek District Football Association as one of 
Connewarre's rivals.

Appropriately, the Seagulls won the 2022 Bellarine 
Football League Premiership.  

The brigade was issued with some knapsacks and low down pumps in 1946, and the following year, received a flame-
thrower and two tussock-burners to facilitate fire-break burning. In 1949 a Grazcos trailer unit was acquired.

The Brigade continued to rely totally on access to local farmers' trucks for fire-fighting operations and burning-off 
operations. At one stage, nine trucks were made available. 

In 1966 the first CFA tanker, an Austin truck was issued, and housed in a small shed which was erected in the north-west 
corner of the local school property. At that time the Breamlea and Mt Duneed Fire Brigades, formed in 1951 and 1957 
respectively, were disbanded and absorbed by Connewarre. Over the years, tankers have been upgraded by the CFA.

The current fire station, in the Connewarre Recreation Reserve in Randles Road was opened in 1990.

Recently, a highly successful 80th Anniversary function was conducted at the Barwon Heads Golf Club, when service 
awards were presented. and the history of the Fire Brigade and the Connewarre district were highlighted.

President: Councillor G.A. Cameron
Vice President: R.E. Hasty
Secretary: C.W. Seiffert
Treasurer: L.J. Challis
Captain: L.J. Challis
1st Lieutenant: J. Ford
2nd Lieutenant: R.J. Fuller
3rd Lieutenant: M.B. Sprague
4th Lieutenant: H. Stacey

Executive Committee:	 H. Stacey
                                     	 R. J. Fuller
                                     	 R. J. Blyth
                                     	 J. Bates
                                    	 W.A. Anderson
Auditors:  A. E. Graham
                 C.E. Dans

1942    80 YEARS AGO
t h e  f o r m a t i o n  o f  t h e  c o n n e w a r r e  f i r e  b r i g a d e

The following office bearers were appointed at the inaugural meeting at the Connewarre Public Hall on 3 January 1942.
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C H A R L E S  J O H N 
D E N N YS
Contributed by Gwen Threlfall

Mt. Duneed History Group

 https://mdpa.weebly.com/blog

Charles John, son of Nicholas Belfield and Eliza (née Lascelles) 
Dennys, was born in 1818 in England. He was an early settler 
of Geelong, arriving in the colony in 1842.

He married his cousin Martha Elizabeth, daughter of Thomas 
Allen Lascelles, on 8 November 1855 at Trinity Church at 
Barrabool. They had the following children:
•	 Ethel — born 9 Jun 1857, married Edward Harewood 

Lascelles on 21 February 1889 at Christ Church, died in 
1952 at South Yarra aged 95

•	 unnamed female — born 4 September 1858, died soon 
after of spinal injuries caused by extreme fright which 
happened to mother during pregnancy

•	 Laura — born 9 August 1859, married Holford Highlord 
Wettenhall, died in 1932 at Armadale aged 73 years.

•	 Emmeline — born 19 November 1861, died 1941 at 
Toorak aged 79

In 1847 Charles bought the Barwon Melting Establishment, 
a tallow-rendering works below the breakwater. In 1850 a 
leather warehouse was added. Back then both sides of the 

State Library Victoria:  Charles John Dennys, 1842 
[picture] / Johnstone, O’Shannessy & Co. (1892).

S O U T H  B A R W O N  C O U N C I L L O R

river were called Breakwater. Now the area north of Waurn Ponds 
Creek is known as Belmont and the area south of the creek is called 
Marshall. Early in 1851 Dennys decided to retire from the business 
for a while and took a trip to England. After he returned he decided 
to put the melting establishment up for sale. The sale was on 28 
August 1854, but the buildings did not sell. By November he was 
successful in renting out the business to Samuel Bradley Corrigan. 
On 19 June 1857 Corrigan decided to buy the works for £1400.

Dennys then concentrated on wool broking and the selling of 
wool by auction. He leased the large stores erected by George 
Armytage on Victoria Terrace (now Western Beach Road) and 
west of Gheringhap Street. He had a number of partnerships. In 
1868 the business purchased an old coal yard on the corner of 
Moorabool and Brougham Streets where they built an imposing 
bluestone wool store and offices. This building is now occupied by 
the National Wool Museum.

Charles was appointed First Secretary of the District Council of 
Grant on 19 October 1843. He was one of the first councillors of 
the Shire of South Barwon, serving from 1857 to 1859. 

In 1851 Dennys bought five farms from W C Haines at Barrabool 
and he leased these out to farmers including Giacomo Auchetto 
and R Woodward. 

He lived at Claremont (then called Claremont Hall), in Noble Street, 
Newtown from 1876 until his death on 4 February, 1898 aged 80 
years. He was survived by his children Laura, Emmeline and Ethel. 

Martha had died at Claremont on 11 April, 1896 at the age of 72. 
The flags were flying at half-mast on various wool warehouses and 
several private buildings on Monday 13 April as a mark of respect 
on the day of her interment at the Eastern Cemetery. The funeral 
cortege was a lengthy one.

Charles left a wonderful legacy for later generations. This year marks 
150 years since the opening of the CJ Dennys & Co Woolstore, the 
current home of Geelong’s National Wool Museum.

The Barwon Melting Establishment was below the breakwater 
and north of Waurn Ponds Creek

Charles John 
Dennys owned a 
287 acre allotment 
in Germantown 
(Grovedale) south 
of Waurn Ponds 
Creek and west of 
Torquay Road. He 
had received part 
of his education 
in Germany and 
was said to have 
encouraged many 
German migrants to 
settle in the Geelong 
district.

In 1851 Dennys bought 
five farms from William 
Clark Haines which he 
leased.

Claremont, Newtown - J. T. 
Collins Collection, La Trobe 
Picture Collection, State 
Library of VictoriaThe new wool store
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