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ANDREW ROSS MuSEuM INC. COMMIttEE 
 
Bruce Nixon (Chairperson).  Bruce, a former resident of Kangaroo 
Ground, has long had in interest in the history of the region.  In 
1994 he commissioned the writing of the book Kangaroo Ground: 
the Highland Taken, and funded the production of the Museum’s 
Photographic Collection – seven fully indexed volumes containing 
534 large-format photos of the district and its people.   
 
Diana Bassett-Smith (Hon. Secretary).  Diana, a descendant of 
pioneer settlers Joseph and Ruth Stevenson and long term resident 
of the district, is one of the three Eltham District Historical 
Society’s nominees on the Board of Management.  The founder of 
both the Eltham and Kangaroo Ground Pony Clubs, Diana and her 
husband, Peter, maintain a keen interest in the collation and 
preservation of the region’s history.   
  
Mick Woiwod, the author of Once Around the Sugarloaf: The 
Transformation of Victorian Landscape and the Story of Its 
People, and Kangaroo Ground: the Highland Taken, also (as editor) 
of Reminiscences of Andrew Ross.  Mick, another of the Eltham 
District Historical Society’s nominees on the Board, lives in the 
Bend of Islands Environmental Living Zone. 
 

-  Eleanor Fowler 
---♦--- 

 

CONtENtS 
 
 1    Jersey Museum Visit. 
 2    A Fire-Season Story. 
 5    Kangaroo Ground’s Historica Precincts. 
15   Memories of Eltham Higher Elementary School 
18 The Secretary’s Chatterbox for Acquisitions, 
Displays & Happenings.    
 
 

JERSEY MUSEUM VISIT 
 

During October 1996 when in Jersey, we visited the Museum, 
seeking family history.   
 Jersey Museum started in 1878, changed premises in 1881,  
and moved in 1893.  By 1925, as the collection grew, a new 
building was added, and in 1977 and again in 1981 when the Jersey 
Heritage Trust was formed.  One of its aims is, “Where history 
makes sense”.  As we were to find, it certainly does.   
 On entering the Museum, one of the first items to be seen 
is a large photo of Jersey from space.  This reminded us of the 
diagrammatic map in Room One with Kangaroo Ground and the 
Ross Sea.    
 We circled through the Museum along gently ascending 
levels ideal for aged and disabled as well as more agile visitors.  
Gazing at a display of “A Merchants Room” with models in period 
dress.  Then to the story if Jersey from the distant past till today 
and this display is regularly updated. 
 To the gallery with some marvellous paintings and 
drawings, also some simple ones depicting life of the island, 
reminding us of Jacks paintings at Kangaroo Ground.  We saw too a 
marvellous Reynolds painting, “The Laying of the Foundation 
Stone”, and others by the British artist Millais.   
 At the exhibit of “Every Day Lives Everyday Things” one 
small item caught my eye, a block of Sunlight soap.  Yes, there is 
one in Room Three at the Andrew Ross Museum too! 
 Wandering on by the “Working the Land’ exhibit of 
photographs, steam engines, ploughs, and harrows, it set my mind 
racing, to the need to preserve similar relics of our not too distant 
past.   

For there before our eyes was Jersey history back through 
centuries of change, the first people being there some 250,000 
years ago.  Then to present day when  to the audio visual theatre 
where the curator of the day selected a film for us to see 
depicting life in Jersey during the time when Peter’s cousin who 
lives on the island, had recently been involved in the public life of 
the island. 
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This quality Museum has comprehensive records of the 
island’s history gathered from people not only of the island, but its 
many overseas visitors.  Such as happens a Kangaroo Ground and 
elsewhere.       

We spent a most interesting afternoon there, ably assisted 
by knowledgeable and willing staff.   

- Diana Bassett-Smith 
 

P S   Maybe someone can tell us about Sunlight soap.   
 
 

A FIRE-SEASON STORY 
 

With a dry spring behind us, and a hot summer surely in the offing, 
thoughts again turn to the threat of a wild-fire.  The last to 
descend on Kangaroo Ground was 8 January 1969 when Violet 
Bank, Woodlands, and Kangaroo Hall – three of the district’s most 
significant heritage homes – vanished in an hour.   
 West of Melbourne that same afternoon eleven holiday 
makers innocently cruising the Geelong Road died when what they 
saw to be little more than a harmless grass-fire crossed their path 
at Lara. Seven years earlier (15 January 1962), had again seen 
Kangaroo Ground threatened by fire.  The records tell us that 
events such as these have long played a role in the Kangaroo 
Ground story – the district, as a consequence, able to boast the 
longest-serving Bush Fire Brigade in the State.   
 The individual to first record the name Kangaroo Ground, 
Robert Hoddle, Surveyor-General of the Port Phillip district – when 
passing through on the 15th February 1838 – noted in his journal on 
his return some four days later, ‘the country (to the east) on fire 
which renders travelling through the burnt scrub disagreeable’.  
Over the years since, fires have periodically threatened the town – 
the most damaging being in the summers of 1851, 1890, 1914, 
1925, 1939 and, as already mentioned, 1962 and 1969.  
Remarkably only the 1969 fire struck at the heart of the town.    
 The Kangaroo Ground book provides us some of the reasons 
why – the district’s central 3,000 acres of volcanic soil was a 
‘modified landscape’ shaped over the millennia by its once 
Wurundjer i fire-stick  farmers  who,  it would appear,  knew more  
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about the correct use of fire than any of us today would care to 
admit – for after all, their lives and traditional food resources 
depended directly upon it.  Each winter and early spring would see 
their women-folk carefully working their way across it, burning 
patch by patch its cover of poa and kangaroo-grass in search of the 
yams that formed the staple of their diet – their menfolk, further 
out, burning the surrounding Nillumbik forest to flush out (and 
entice back for the following year) the kangaroo that eventually 
gave the district its name.   
 Their hunting and foraging strategies saw wild-fire on the 
Grounds held safely at bay right up to the arrival of the Kangaroo 
Ground farmers in 1841 to sow the wheat crops that would see 
their grain and straw safely away in barns before wild-fire could 
pose any material threat to their establishing town.   
 Take, for example, 6th February 1851, by which time the 
region’s indigenous people had been displaced from their former 
hunting ground.  The spring of that year had been the driest on 
record (El Nino, as we know it now, was in fact in full throe).  Port 
Phillip pastoralists knew nothing of this – instead seeing grass as 
their finest resource – the last any of these wanted was to burn a 
single acre of it!  The bushfire that encompassed Victoria that day 
was certainly the worst to have struck Victoria before or since, 
devastating all the country south of the Murray as far as Cape 
Otway to Cape Schanck.   
 Locally that Black Thursday fire wiped out one hundred 
stations on the Plenty, continuing on across Watsons Creek to 
Dendy's Christmas Hill Station and Dickson’s Gulf Station* to burn 
out Blair and Lithgow on Brushy Creek who saw themselves as 
lucky to have escaped with their lives, despite losing in the 
catastrophe 2,000 bushels of wheat loaded on drays ready for 
consignment to the mill.      
 From Mooroolbark the fire raced through Berwick to Cape 
Schanck, drawing dangerously close to Melbourne at Mont Albert.  
On Diamond Creek, as it passed through, George McLelland’s wife 
and five of her young family perished endeavouring to attain the 
nearby creek after having escaped their burning homestead.     
 Kangaroo Groudn was the sole place in the region to escape 
the holocaust.  Its recently constructed church-school (a few   
metres  north  of the present  brick building)  escaped,  as did also  
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each of its ten farmers’ homes.  Andrew Ross who rode into the  
district the first time a little over a month later on William Bell’s 
mare Sally described the scene – wholly unburnt – from a spot 
close to where Eltham College now stands: 
 

 Starting the mare I rode merrily on; and there was 
soon opened to my view an oasis in the forest at 
which at once charmed and satisfied of all my 
expectations.  Probably at the period there was no 
locality or district in Victoria colony which showed an 
equal portion of cleared and cultivated land.   
 

The novel, The Last Cry, launched in Eltham on 5th October last, 
tells u more of the circumstances surrounding these Black 
Thursday fires which, despite causing huge damage to Victoria, 
left Kangaroo Ground (south of Garden Hill) substantially 
unscathed.  
 But remember 1969!  Again a dry spring!  But this time no 
harvested crops to act as buffer; this time, little grazing to 
reduce the grass – and more importantly still – this time, its local 
residents away at work or elsewhere on holiday.    
 
 
* Henry Dendy and his family fought the Black Thursday fire at 
Christmas Hills by forming a bucket brigade to saturate the 
homestead’s roof until the fire had passed (William Lockart 
Morton – Adventures of a Pioneer.  Andrew Ross described 
Dickson’s Gulf Station homestead a few months later as a 
collection of bark huts covered in passion flower guarded by a 
ring of burnt grass and charred timber.   
 

- Mick Woiwod 
 
 
 

LOCAL OPINION  The board, as part of its quality assurance 
programme welcomes any ideas or thoughts on the running of the 
museum from residents and friends. 
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KANGAROO GROUND’S HISTORIC PRECINCTS 
 

THE KANGAROO GROUND HERITAGE LANDSCAPE 
 
The first Europeans to arrive in the district were Scottish.  The 
3,000 acres these Lowland farmers took up comprised a 
landscape substantially modified by thousands of years of 
indigenous fire-stick farming – a land which Robert Hoddle had 
described a few short years before as ‘abounding in kangaroos’ – 
a land just awaiting the plough.  To the Wurundjeri though it was 
Moor-rul, their own prized grassland within the outer ‘nillumbik’ 
forest.  The names the Scots gave to their mainly 160 acre farms 
were Pretty Hill, Garden Hill, View Hill, Green Hill, Mains Hill, 
Hill Grove, Violet Bank, Pigeon Bank, Rose Bank, and Bank Head.  
Today (with its original indigenous grasslands still in evidence) 
what remain of the early years are the names and the hawthorn 
hedges once used to protect the region’s productive crops from 
the kangaroos, and the farming families themselves from what 
they saw a threatening indigenous presence.   
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PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 1878 
 
 
 
The church stands on the site of an early slab structure completed 
in 1851 by the region’s firs Scottish families for use as a church 
and school. Within it, John Furphy of water-cart fame, and his 
brother, Joseph, the author of the great Australian novel Such Is 
Life, received their first formal schooling under the watchful eye 
of Andrew Ross, the district’s first schoolmaster.  The present 
church was designed by the son-in-law of Major Beale, Charles 
William Mapleston, the architect of the Heidelberg Court House.   
lliam Maplestone, the architect of the Heidelberg Court House.  
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STATE SCHOOL 352 
 
 
The school – opened in 1878 – stands on the site of an earlier 
institution , the Evelyn Cimmmercial, Industrial and Agricultural 
School operated by Andrew  Ross over the years 1855-1863.  In the 
school’s former teacher’s residence, (within which was published 
for some years the county newspaper, the Evelyn Observer) is the 
Andrew Ross Museum.  Also continuing thetradition of the site 
today is the Wycliffe Summer Institute of Linguistics further along  
Graham Road. 
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KANGAROO GROUND SUPPLY STORE 1899 
 
 
This superbly restored nineteenth century General Store stands on 
what was once the site of John Barr’s Smiddy (c 1849-1880) which 
in 1885 was replaced by James Burns’ first general store.  Thereby 
hangs a tale!  Some three hours after midnight on New Year’s Eve 
1899 the local farmers, working under a full moon to cart in to the 
hay-stacks the last of the season’s hay, noticed flames leaping 
from the roof of Burns’ nearby general store.  Speeding across the 
paddocks towards it they were just in time to help Jessie Burns 
hustle the last of her eight young children from the burning 
structure before it was finally engulfed in flame.   

 
 The Eltham Shire Council met for a total of sixty-nine years 
in Kangaroo Ground, eighteen of those years (1899-1917) in the 
front parlour of the present Supply Store (today the storeroom 
adjoining its Post Office).        
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WELLER’S HOTEL 
 
The hotel (now a licensed restaurant), dates from 1872. Like the 
Kangaroo Ground Supply Store, the site has seen previous lives 
since the days it formed a Wurundjeri campsite.  Located in the 
head of Stony Creek it had upon it over the years 1850-1855, 
Crow’s Nest, the home of the Furphy family – titled as such by 
district pioneer James Donaldson who had seen it as the perfect 
location for a tenant farmer located with instructions to maintain 
a watch over the Wurundjeri on the river below who earlier had 
caused the family such great concern. In 1864 a general store and 
blacksmith’s shop was erected on the site by William Bell.  The 
following year the site was purchased by Edward and Mary Weller 
who added a boarding house to the complex which in 1872 became 
Weller’s  Pub.   The Inn’s main claim  to fame is that  it acted as a  
staging post for Cobb & Co Coaches in the days of gold, also that 
on the night of 3rd October 1866, it entertained as guest, the 
bushranger Robert Burke, who the following morning shot dead 
Henry Facey Hurst in the kitchen of his Hurst’s Bridge home.  
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PIGEON BANK FARM  
 
 
In 1849 two Scots, John Barr and Francis Rogerson, jointly 
purchased the 160 acres directly behind the present Kangaroo 
Ground Supply Store.  Having spent what little cash they had on 
the purchase they tossed a remaining coin to decide who would 
take the high ground and who the low.  Rogerson won and chose 
the bottom, treeless, 80 acres.  Barr, a blacksmith by trade – 
unhappy at the result and with an eye for a site alongside what he 
saw as one day becoming the Main Road – offered his friend (a 
younger and more able axeman), a bottle of whisky for a swap.  
The deal was sealed.  Rogerson took the high ground and named 
the home he established on it Pigeon Bank.  In the 1860s the home 
came into the ownership of Ewen Hugh Cameron who extended it 
to its present size to accommodate his family of eight sons and 
three daughters.  Like the home itself and the model farm he 
established  on the land,   E H Cameron (a Highland Scot),  grew in  
stature over the years to become the Shire’s first President and, 
before finally departing public life, Victoria’s longest-serving M P 
(1874-1914), a record which stands unchallenged to this day.   
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THE KANGAROO GROUND PIONEER CEMETERY 
 
 
The Kangaroo Ground Cemetery is the oldest in the Middle Yarra.  
On 17th May, 1851, Judith the three-year-old sister of John and 
Joseph Furphy died.  That evening the entire Kangaroo Ground 
community gathered in the district’ sole public building (a slab 
structure that served as church on Sunday and school every other 
day of the week) to decide where she might best be buried.  The 
closest cemetery at the time was Melbourne’s.  After extended 
tearful discussion the gathering chose a sandy hillside a mile or so 
out of town – land that in 1858 became the region’s first 
constituted burial ground.        
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DONALDSON’S OAK 
 
 

This 140 year-old tree (Quercus robur) was planted by John, the 
second son of the pioneers, Isabella and James Donaldson, from an 
acorn he and his Scottish bride collected on a visit to Windsor 
Great Park in 1857.  It stands alongside Donaldson Road on what at 
the time of planting was the boundary to the family’s  Square 
Mile.  The Donaldson home (built around the middle-1840s) stood 
on a small rise to the south fo this tree until it was destroyed in a 
bushfire that swept in unexpectedly in January 1969.  The home 
was widely known through the regions as Kangaroo Hall.   
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THE HAWTHORN HEDGES OF KANGAROO GROUND 
 
 
Until bushfires, road realignments and the passage of time took 
their toll, all the district’s black-soil farms were fenced in post-
and-rail solidly baked in hawthorn.  In the early period, these 
thorn-hedges helped preserve the farmers’ crops from the 
kangaroos that gave the district its name.  In the late 1850s the 
farmers of Kangaroo Ground are recorded as having some 500 
acres annually under wheat.  Later, as the horse replaced the 
bullock as the main draught animal in Australia, the farmers of the 
district gained a reputation for the quality of the oats they grew.   
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THE MEMORIAL TOWER ON THE HILL 
 
Built after World War I this superb three-storey tower 
commemorates those servicemen and women who lost their lives 
in Australia’s wars.  Built of local stone, its design reflects the 
region’s Scottish heritage in that it is modelled on the defensive 
keeps that once lined the countryside along the border between 
Scotland and England to safeguard its people from the seasonal 
raids of Highland Scots.  Earlier, the hill upon which the Memorial 
Tower stands is known to have been held in high regard by the 
Wurundjeri, the region’s former traditional owners.   
 
Sources: Kangaroo Ground: The Highland Taken, Reminiscences of 
Andrew Ross, Once Around the Sugarloaf, The last Cry, A Boy of the Old 
Brigade, The Diary of Andrew Ross.         – Mick Woiwod, November 1997.  
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DIARY OF JOY NESS, NESS LANE,KANGAROO GROUND 3097 
- Typed 11/5/97 by Denise Dalton  

 

MEMORIES OF ELTHAM HIGHER ELEMENTARY 
SCHOOL 

 
This school was built in 1928 and is in Spanish Mission style, with a 
bell tower.  There were two classrooms, a science room and a 
staff room which was sometimes used as a classroom.  The land 
was a former orchard bordered by hawthorns, and still had some 
quince and cherryplum trees.   
 All our teachers were highly qualified, so we received a 
much better education than present day secondary students.  I 
was a student there during 1932-33 commencing in Form D, after 
leaving primary school in the 8th grade.   
 I remember the kindly headmaster, Mr John Stewart, with 
his white hair and trim moustache.  He taught us arithmetic, and 
about stocks and shares! 
 Then there was Miss McKenzie, our French teacher whom 
we christened “Kate”, elderly and gracious.  She lived in a cottage 
quite close to the school.  In winter she wore grey hand-knitted 
woollen stoles to keep out the cold.         
 Mr Williams (“Willie”) was our science teacher who also 
taught algebra, geometry, and I think, geography. I remember the 
dreadful odours we used to create in the science room, 
experimenting on “the actions of acids on metals”.  
 Our art teacher was Miss Sedunary (“Sedgie”) who was also 
our sports mistress, involved in basketball, rounders, tennis, and 
physical education.  She was young and enthusiastic, and much 
loved by all us girls.  Miss Sedunary and Mr Grasick whom she later 
married, designed, laid out, and planted the original garden.  We 
had busy days planting hundreds of bulbs.  About forty trees were 
planted and dozens of shrubs.  A trellis was constructed along the 
path to the toilets, and here climbing roses, wisteria, and 
ornamental vines were planted.  A lawn was planted in front of 
the school and flower beds set out.  My special friend Win Stone 
and I used to mow the lawn for “Sedgie” and be allowed to pick 
flowers to decorate our classroom.      
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 I remember all my teachers with great affection, especially 
Mr Stewart, who when my father was unable to pay for my 
quarterly train ticket, lent him the money. 
 The school was divided into forms, C D E F, C being the 
intermediate class and D sub-intermediate, with E and F the lower 
forms.  We had two “houses”, Rutter and Stewart which vied with 
each other for points in exams and sport.  Each had a captain.  In 
my final year I was captain (very timid and nervous) of Rutter 
House. 
 There were no school buses then.  Students came from long 
distances, by train, bicycle, pony, and on foot.  Ruth Laidley road 
her pony from Nutfield to Hurstbridge, where it was stabled at the 
blacksmith – Mr Graham’s, while she went on by train.  I used to 
walk 3 miles to Hurstbridge railway station each day, then took 
the train to Eltham and walked another 2 miles to school.  On very 
wet days, if I had 3d, I would take Mr Monteith’s ramshackle old 
Ford bus from Eltham station to the school.  It had side curtains 
which let down in bad weather, and a step wit a low door at the 
back.  Sometimes there were floods.  I remember once wading 
barefoot across the little footbridge (in six inches of water) in the 
lane by the cobbler’s.   
 We were very proud fo our school uniform.  The girls wore 
navy box pleated tunics, white blouse, navy jumper and blazer, 
with long lack stockings and navy tie, and with a straw hat for 
summer and a felt one for winter.  In spite  of the difficult times 
(this was during the Depression) all did their best to keep to the 
regular uniform.  The boys wore long grey pants and navy blazers.  
Those who could afford it wore the school badge “En Avant” on 
their pocket, hat band or cap.   
 Before leaving primary school, I had sat for an exam, to 
receive an allowance for school fees and books.  This was from the 
Education Department and was a great help.   
 The year was divided into three terms, with an exam at the 
end of each.  Each student had a report book in which were 
entered our marks and our progress, if any!  Honour cards were 
received at the end of the year, for subjects earning 80% or more.   
 Lunch time was spent under the quince trees, weather 
permitting.  But I never got used to eating those “quangers”, as 
we called them.   Sometimes Win and I would go to  Mrs Bremner’s  
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shop opposite what is now Wingrove Park, to buy a pie or hot soup.  
There was a short cut across the creek on a slippery log.  I recall 
felling into the creek one day and having to sit all afternoon  in 
wet stockings. 
 Speech nights were something wonderful to remember, 
being held in the old Shire Hall in Henry Street.  Here were also 
held concerts, forms D and C acting portions of Shakespeare’s 
plays, in one I appeared as the hero in “The Tempest”, clad in 
plum coloured taffeta breeches, black silk stockings, velvet cape, 
and a plumed black beret.  Shakespearean songs were sung by a 
choir, Mr Williams having trained us for weeks before.     
 At the end of my C form, I sat for Intermediate Certificate 
exam (now known as Year 10).  This involved a long, exciting trip 
by train to the Exhibition Building in Melbourne, where we arrived 
nervous and breathless from the rush to get there on time.  The 
atmosphere of the great draughty echoing hall was terrifying.  We 
did this for three days, doing 2 subjects per day.  To obtain the 
certificate we had to pass in five subjects for which we had to pay 
5/- per subject.  I took six subjects and passed in five to my great 
relief.  But I never saw my certificate, which cost 10/- to obtain, 
and my parents couldn’t afford it.   
 Leaving school was very sad and there were many tears 
shed.  No one of my year was going on to High Schools, the closest 
of which were in Melbourne.  Not many families could afford this.  
I was just 15. 
 So I look back to the wonderful opportunity I had to further 
my schooling at Eltham Higher Elementary School and the happy 
times I had there, and remembering all my teachers with great 
affection.   
 

 
 

- Joy Ness 
View Hill 

Kangaroo Ground, 3097 
29th April 1997.     

 
Left: Joy Ness with husband Bruce. 
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The secretary’s chatterbox for 
acquisitions, displays & happenings 

 
AGRICULTURAL IMPLEMENTS   Now on display: scoop, harrow, 
plough, chaff cutter, donated by the Nunawading Historical 
Society. 
 
GARDEN   It’s growing well in spite of the dry.  Smell the freshly 
mown grass and see the tidy beds due to the courtesy of the 
Williams Family.  
 
SHIRE OF NILLUMBIK REPORT   A Community Service grant has 
been received which is facilitating the Museum’s function.   
 
DONATIONS    We are currently negotiating with the taxation 
office to have donations to the Museum recognised as tax 
deductible.   
 
WORKFORCE   Community support volunteers urgently needed to 
collect, preserve, catalogue and display our local heritage and to 
staff open days.   
 All offers of help for one, two or more days a year will 
facilitate the continuance of this valuable community asset.  Just 
contact the Secretary or a Board member.    
 
FURPHY POETRY   It is expected that the poems submitted to last 
year’s competition will be published and launched at the Kangaroo 
Ground Primary School anniversary day in 1998.   
 
HISTORICAl MEMORABILIA   Please don’t throw out anything which 
may have historical significance before checking with the museum, 
e g old photos, stamp albums, envelopes which can assist in 
tracing families, farm records, books, tools, machinery, furniture, 
diaries.  In fact, anything that may relate to the district’s history.    
 
PUBLICATIONS   There is a wide range of publications available.  
Some are now out of print so budding historians or bibliophiles 
come and visit.   
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