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A Brief History of Kangaroo Ground  

Fire Brigade 

On 6th February 1892, a meeting was held at the Eltham Council 

Chambers (then located in Kangaroo Ground) for the purpose of 

forming a Bush Fire Brigade. 

After some discussion it was agreed those wishing to become members 

would give their word of honour that in the event of a bushfire breaking 

out anywhere within a 6 mile (9.6km) radius from the Kangaroo 

Ground post office they would at once go to it and do their “level best” 

to put it out.1 

This appears to be the first official record of the formation of a bush 

fire brigade as in “a State of Fire: A History of Volunteer Firefighting 

and the CFA in Victoria” Murray & White state “The first bush fire 

brigade appears to have been formed at Kangaroo Ground in 1882”. 

The bush fire brigades were the ruggedly independent forerunners of 

the CFA Rural Brigades, and were mostly groups of landowners who 

 
1 The Evelyn Observer, 12 February 1892, p2 
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banded together, placing the old inadequately organised efforts of 

neighbours on a more formal basis.2 
 

The early bush fire brigades still tended to be informal and limited 

records of those early days still exist. However, the following year 

(February 1893) there is reference to “the fires have done a great 

deal of damage, and would have done more but for the handsome 

way in which the majority of the inhabitants of Kangaroo Ground 

turned out and worked.”3 
 

Towards the end of the 1914 fires a meeting took place at Kangaroo 

Ground to consider the (re)-formation of a bush fire brigade. The 

experiences of the preceding weeks must have provided some 

incentive. By June the resulting brigade held a dance at the local hall 

to raise funds for equipment including rakes and axes. A hand 

operated rotary pump for attachment to a water cart was ordered and 

Mr Friar, the local blacksmith, agreed to construct a water cart at a 

total cost of 7 Pounds and 10 Shillings. The church bell was offered 

as an alarm.4 The Brigade also purchased a number of rakes and axes. 
 

 
Bruce Ness with the replica of the original horse drawn fire cart 

 
2 A State of Fire: A History of Volunteer Firefighting and the CFA in Victoria, R 
Murray & K White, p71 
3 The Evelyn Observer, 10 February 1893 
4 Woiwod, 1995, pp.208--‐9 
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By 1923 the barrel of the fire cart had collapsed and a 100 gallon 

metal tank was ordered and there are records of the Brigade using a 

member’s car to tow the trailer.5  

 

The Forests Commission took on a leadership role in developing the 

skills and capacities of the rural bush fire brigades. The Forests 

Commission supplied equipment to many brigades, including the 

Kangaroo Ground brigade, from 1928.6 
 

 
 

Firefighters with beaters and branches fighting a fire on Kangaroo Ground Road on Black Sunday 1926 

 

At the Bush Fire Brigade Committee meeting of 15 April 1937 an 

application was submitted by Kangaroo Ground for registration but 

the all the details were not complete no action was taken. 

 

 
5Woiwod, 1992, p.209 
6Marshall, 1971, p.20) 



5 

The Brigade was finally registered with the Bush Fire Brigade 

Committee meeting on 27 January 1939 as a Class F brigade. 

 

Before the Kangaroo Ground Brigade had a fire truck of its own, they 

used private vehicles owned by the Brigade members. The Brigade 

also obtained an aircraft belly tank mounted on wheels which could 

be towed to a fire as an additional water supply. This was kept at the 

Kangaroo Ground Store for many years. 

 

One of the most important steps in the life of a brigade is to obtain a 

fire truck. Before the CFA would make a unit available to a brigade, 

it was necessary to have a fire station and at a meeting held on 13 

November 1958 it was decided to approach the landowners to give a 

one pound donation towards the erection of a fire station. 

 

At a meeting on the 20 January, 1959 it was moved that a block of 

land belonging to Mr Addison be purchased. In the final analysis, Mr 

Addison donated the land and the Brigade payed the transfer fees. 

The land was transferred to the CFA and at a meeting on the 12 May 

1959 it was decided to build the building in stone. The stone was 

bought in large blocks from Mt Gambier and cut on site using cross-

cut saws by Brigade members. The original building was only big 

enough to hold the Willys. 
 

 
 

Willys Fire unit and original Fire Station 

(now part of Kangaroo Ground Tennis Club) 
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Further funds were raised to add a meeting room and toilets.  

 

Once the station was built the Brigade pushed its claim for a CFA 

Fire Unit. The Brigade raised 1,000 pounds towards the cost of a unit 

and on 22 December 1965 eventually obtained a Willys fire unit. It 

was a case of self-help as the Brigade contribution shortened what 

would have been a very long wait as brigades all over the state were 

crying out for fire units and with the CFA’s limited budget the CFA, 

like the Lord, tended to help those who helped themselves. 
 

 

1962 Bushfires – photo taken along Kangaroo Ground/St Andrews Road 
 

On 29 March 1965 Mrs Mary Taylor called a meeting at her home to 

form an auxiliary as support for the Kangaroo Ground Fire Brigade. 

Mary, the wife of the Brigade Captain, Graeme, became the first 

president with Dianna Bassett-Smith as Vice President. 

 

In 1969 a new room was added to the station to house the radio and 

other equipment and to provide a meeting room and kitchen. This 

was built with funds raised by the Auxiliary. 

 



7 

In 1970 the Willys was replaced by the CFA with an International 

C1310 with 500 gallon capacity. The C1310 had previously been 
stationed at Boronia and the new tanker could just fit into the old 

station, but it was obvious that a new station was required. 

 

Around 1975 saw the start of plans for the new station and the 

Auxiliary stepped up its fund raising efforts. The Council and CFA 

negotiated for the use of a site on a disused portion of the Kangaroo 

Ground-St Andrews Road. The new fire station, which was designed 

by Geoff Ritter, was designed to make the best use of the odd shaped 

and sloping site. The station was funded by a combination of CFA 

and community raised funds. The station was officially opened in 

May 1980. 

 

The Council obtained the original station land and building, which 

today is part of the Kangaroo Ground Tennis Club. 
 

 
CFA Tk1 (International 1310) and Brigade owned Tk2 (Bedford) in the new Station 
 

After moving into the new station the Brigade also purchased a 

second fire truck. This was a 6 ton Bedford which had been a Council 
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water truck with a flat, 1000 gallon metal tank. It also had a 200 

gallon tank and a monitor and the Brigade converted the truck into a 

fire fighting appliance. 

 

In 1987, with funds raised by the Auxiliary, the Brigade replaced the 

Bedford with a 1978 International C1610. The Brigade purchased the 

cab chassis and a local plumber (Brian Coffee who, at the time, lived 

across the road from the station and planted the grapevines in the 

property we know as “Redbox”) fitted it out at a cost of 

approximately $10,000. This tanker had a 3000 litre capacity. 
 

 
Photo taken at the 100th Anniversary in 1992 with the International D1610 and 

D1310 tankers 

 
After another massive fund raising effort the Brigade, led by 

Malcolm Delbridge and Leo Versteegen, extended the station to 

include a third bay. The extension was officially opened on 16 June, 

1992. Once the third bay was available the Brigade raised funds for 

the purchase of a Nissan Navara in 1991 as a Field Command 

Vehicle (FCV). 

 

In 1993 the CFA provided International C1310 was replaced with an 

Isuzu 2.4D tanker which is still in operation with the Brigade today. 

The tanker was used during Black Saturday. 
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Photo taken in 2009 of Brigade members in front 

 of the Isuzu 2.4D tanker 

 

In 1995 the Brigade replaced the Nissan Navara, again with 

community provided funds. 

 

On 19 March 2000 the old International C1610 was raffled at the 

second of the legendary Duck Races (the first being held in 1998)! 

The raffle raised $11,500 towards the purchase of the Mitsubishi 

Canter. For a period, the Brigade only had the one tanker and also 

had to sell its FCV while it raised the remaining funds to purchase the 

new tanker. In 2000, after a massive fundraising effort the Brigade 

eventually purchased Mitsubishi Canter cab/chassis and had a South 

Australian company in Murray Bridge outfit the vehicle with a 1000lt 

tank, pump and lockers. This tanker also saw service on Black 

Saturday.  



10 

 
 

Mitsubishi Canter Tanker 2 – purchased with community raised funds in 2000 after a 

massive fund raising effort and sold in 2017 

 
By 2002 the Brigade’s finances had sufficiently recovered after the 

massive effort to purchase the new tanker to be able to purchase a 

Toyota Hilux as the FCV. 

 

In 2006 the Brigade replaced its community funded FCV with a new 

Toyota Hilux and in 2011 the Brigade received a VESEP grant to 

upgrade and replace this vehicle. A new Nissan Patrol was purchased 

and fully fitted out with radios, winch, long range fuel tanks, etc to 

perform the as an FCV. 

 

In 2013 Brigade were advised that they were being considered for a 

station extension as part of the State Government’s Rural Fire Station 

Program. After some serious negotiations, the CFA and Brigade 

agreed on a design that included a larger meeting room, a fully 

operational kitchen, disabled toilets, shower, workshop, cleaning store 
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and a new turnout area. The extension has made the station both 

functional and comfortable. Geoff Ritter had originally designed the 

station to make the most of the odd shaped block and to allow for future 

extensions. The practicality of his design has been well and truly 

vindicated with two phases of extensions having now been easily 

incorporated into the original design. 

 
Major car accident on Kangaroo Ground/Yarra Glen Road in 2011 

 

Along with extension the Brigade were also able to purchase new 

appliances with generous donations from the Community, including a 

freezer, dishwasher and washing machine. On Sunday 18 October 

2014 the extension was officially opened by Minister Kim Wells, 

Minister for Police and Emergency Services. 

 

Ongoing weight issues with Tanker 2 meant the Brigade were 

required to limit the number of crew on the vehicle and remove 

several items of equipment. Because of this issue and the experiences 

of Black Saturday, the Brigade decided to work towards purchasing a 

larger replacement tanker for Tanker 2. Fund raising efforts were 

ramped up and in parallel a campaign was launched to obtain 

financial assistance via a Government grant. In August 2015 the 

Brigade was advised that its application for a grant under the VESEP 
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program had been successful and the new medium tanker was 

delivered on 31 May 2016. 

 

 
Latest Medium Tanker – purchased with community raised funds  

and VESEP Grant in 2016 

 
Emergency Management Commissioner Craig Lapsley PSM attended 

the 125th celebrations  

at which CFA D14 representative – OM Trevor Roberts presented the 

keys to the new medium tanker to the Captain Glenn Law. 
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Major Fires and Incidents attended by Kangaroo 
Ground Brigade 
 

1893 Major fires in Kangaroo Ground but little damage due to the 

way locals fought the fire 

1898 Fires in local area started by lightning 

1905 Fires in St Andrews, Christmas Hills and Kangaroo Ground 

1914 Fires in Smiths Gully, Panton Hill and St Andrews 

1926 Black Sunday 

1927 Watsons Creek, Kangaroo Ground and Christmas Hills 

1934 Kangaroo Ground Shire Offices 

1937 Kangaroo Ground 

1938 Kangaroo Ground and Nth Warrandyte 

1939 Black Friday – Kangaroo Ground Brigade fought in Warrandyte 

1962 Major fires from Christmas Hills through Warrandyte and 

Mitcham 

1965 Kangaroo Ground and Nth Warrandyte 

1969 Kangaroo Ground and Research 

1982 Target Rd, Warrandyte 

1983 Ash Wednesday – Brigade fights fires in Cockatoo, Upper 

Beaconsfield and Warburton 

1985 The Chase Fire, North Warrandyte 

1989 Eltham Barrel 

1990 Aircraft crash in Eltham/Yarra Glen Rd 

1991 Pounds Bend Fire – North Warrandyte 

1992 Kangaroo Ground Tip 

1994 Deployment to NSW fires 
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1997 Dandenong Ferny Creek Fires 

1998 The Legendary Bills Track Fire! 

2001 Aircraft crash in Donaldson Road / Deployment to NSW Fires 

2002/2003 Deployment to NSW Fires 

2003 Jan - Hurstbridge Primary School / Oct - Panton Hill Pub Fire 

2004 Coolroom fire on Kangaroo Ground/St Andrews Rd 

2005 Hazmat incident on Donaldson Rd 

2006 Kinglake National Park / House fire Mt Pleasant Rd / Great 

Divide South Complex 

2009 Black Saturday / Bend of Isles / Hazmat in Boronia 

2011 Car crash Eltham Yarra Glen Rd (fatality and 7 injured) / 

Christmas Day Floods in Research/Eltham 

2012 Kinglake National Park 

2013 Donnybrook Rd Kalkallo/Kangaroo Ground-Warrandyte Road 

Fire/Nillumbik Farm Drive / Alma ` Fire / Arthurs creek / Halls 

Road fire in NSW 

2014 Kangaroo Ground - Koos Rd/Warrandyte/Mickleham Rd Fires / 

Mallee Complex Fires / Benalla 

2015 Lancefield / WA deployment 

2016 Peat fires in Portland 
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WHO WE ARE AND HOW TO CONTACT US 
 

Museum Board Members 

Patrons: Mick Woiwod 

woiwodgongfler@bigpond.com.au 

Diana Bassett-Smith 

Chairperson: Warwick Leeson OAM  

0439-347-797 

wcleeson@primus.com.au 

Vice Chairperson: David Sharpe 

sharpiesw5@aapt.net.au 

Secretary/Public 

Officer:   

Carol Leeson 

0422-307-630 

wcleeson@primus.com.au 

Treasurer: Rob Shackleton 

Accountant: Geoff Ritter 

Supporter Officer: Sharon Wiggett 

 

The Museum is open: 

every Thursday 9.30 am – 12 noon 

Sunday  

Open 2 pm – 4 pm by appointment 
 

Supported by Nillumbik Shire Council 
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