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THE MYSTERY OBJECT 

THE COVER PICTURE 
 
On view at last February’s special celebration of the Kangaroo Ground Rural 
Fire Brigade’s 111th anniversary celebrations was the object shown on the 
cover of this edition of the Chronicle.  It is one of the ancient treasures from 
Kangaroo Ground’s colourful past preserved in the Andrew Ross Museum.   
 

The question for Chronicle readers is - what is it? 
 

 Here are some of the guesses provided on the day: -  
 

* a gold extractor    * an egg separator 
      * a cocktail mixer                 * a butter churn      
      * a cream separator              * a sperm separator for bulls 
      * an 1850s yoghurt maker    * a wind mill 
      * a rope twister                    * a fire alarm     
      * a husband whacker            * a bell for calling the K G Fire Station 
                      * the original Kraft cheese stick mould 
                      * for calling the cows in to be milked  
 
And the correct answer may be found in one or other of the following 
articles appearing … 
 

IN THIS ISSUE 
 

 Dick Austin completes a three-part series on the life and times of Ewen 
Hugh Cameron MLA, former occupier of Pigeon Bank. 

 Mick Woiwod contributes two very welcome articles to the Chronicle, 
found on Pages 6 and 7.   

 Eleanor Fowler concludes a series of articles on children’s classes held 
in the Museum last year, on Pages 8 to 10.   

 Wenda Fleming continues the Birds of Kangaroo Ground  series with a 
look at magpies, on Pages 11 and 12.   

 Diana Bassett-Smith wraps up the edition by opening up her popular 
Chatterbox, on Pages 13 and 14.     

     KANGAROO GROUND 
 

  CHRONICLE 
 

   ISBN 1324-6437 

 



HIGH ACHIEVERS OF KANGAROO GROUND 
 

Ewen Hugh Cameron 
 

(Concluding a three part series of articles on the Member of the 
Legislatice Assembly who lived for many years at “Pigeon Bank”) 

 
Parliamentary Standing Committee of Railways 
 
During the 1880s the Age became increasingly critical of extravagant 
government spending on railway lines and infrastructure, particularly where it 
felt lines were being built to benefit the careers of members of parliament 
rather than the Victorian community.  It demanded that railway bills be better 
examined prior to approval by parliament. 
 In response, the government appointed the Parliament Standing 
Committee of Railways in 1890.  Its task was to examine the justification of 
proposed lines and to recommend efficiencies in the running and 
development of the Victorian railways and Melbourne tramways systems. 
 Future Premier Thomas Bent was the first chairman of the 
committee.  Bent was elected a few years before Cameron, and was born in 
NSW in 1838, making him seven years younger.  Bent began his working life 
on his father’s market garden in East Brighton.  During the 1860s he was a 
rate collector in Brighton and also a Brighton and Moorabbin councillor.  He 
is one of the most difficult men from this period to understand - on the one 
hand he was greedy, a bully, egotistical and a land speculator with a flexible 
view of the law, but he was also a committed local member, generous and 
completely uninfluenced by social status.  After 10 years in parliament as a 
back-bencher, Bent was given a ministry in the Service government and he 
held a number of other ministries during the early 1880s.   
 Cameron became chairman in 1894 and continued in this role until 
1902.  He returned to the position in 1909, retaining the chairmanship until 
1914, the year before his death. 
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The years of Cameron’s chairmanship saw the development of a 
number of policies that affect us still.  The committee developed the Mallee 
parallel lines policy, resulting in the construction of long, parallel lines into 
the north west of the state, which proved much more economical than the 
previous practice of building short spur lines.  They experimented with 
narrow gauge railways as a cost saving measure, which resulted in Victoria’s 
four narrow gauge lines, including the Gembrook (Puffing Billy) line.  In fact 
these lines proved commercial failures and all but one were closed by 1960, 
although the resurrected Gembrook line is a tourism success.  A competition 
was initiated for a new Melbourne station building, which resulted in the 
current Flinders Street station building.  They began planning for the 
electrification of the Melbourne suburban network and they extended 
railways, including from Heidelberg to Hurstbridge.  The last few years of 
Cameron’s chairmanship were the years of the Prahran and Malvern 
Tramways Trust, which built and operated nearly all the tram network in the 
arc between St Kilda and Kew. 

 
1890s Recovery 
 
James Patterson became Premier early in 1893. Patterson, an Englishman, 
was a butcher and auctioneer who had been in parliament four years longer 
than Cameron.  He had been a minister in the various Berry governments, in 
the Gillies government, and was now Premier.  Berry became Speaker and 
George Turner joined Gillies as leaders of the opposition.   George Turner 
was Victorian born, a lawyer, and 20 years younger than Cameron.  He had 
been in parliament for only one year when Munro gave him two ministries.  
Ewen Cameron was now back as Government Whip.   
 Patterson proved to be an appalling premier.  He used his power to 
protect parliamentarians from prosecution for the land boom scandals and he 
became a deeply unpopular man.   The electorate reacted late in 1894 by 
handing power to George Turner’s opposition and voting Thomas Bent out 
of parliament altogether. 
 The Turner government finally brought some leadership and stability  
to  Victoria.    Turner’s   agenda  was  to  lead  Victoria  out  of  depression,  
 

2 



restore trust in parliament and to remove extravagance.  Through a 
consensus approach he was remarkably successful.  Cameron played no part 
in this government.   
 Apart from recovery, the two major political issues of the late 1890s 
were federation and the democratic rights of women.   
 
Federation 
 
Federation was achieved in 1901 and it had a dramatic affect upon Victorian 
politics.  Many Victorian politicians were not enthusias 
tic, as it required that Victoria relinquish control of defence, foreign affairs, 
postal services, customs and excise, trade/commerce and immigration.  
Victoria would become a state and its government would become a second 
tier government.  There were, however, many in the Victorian parliament 
who were enthusiastic federalists and these men, generally the most able, 
were to enter federal parliament during the early years of federation, leaving 
the Victorian parliament much weaker.  Deakin was the nations best-known 
advocate of federation, spending the 1890s as a Victorian backbencher 
working towards federation.  He became Australia’s first Attorney-General 
and was Prime Minister three times, regarded as our key Prime Minister 
during the nation-building era.  Turner became the first federal Treasurer and 
was later Treasurer in the Deakin ministry. 

One other affect of federation was that the Victorian parliament lost 
its home.  One condition of federation was that the new commonwealth 
parliament site not be within 100 miles of Sydney.  The Victorian parliament 
offered the commonwealth parliament use of its building until a national 
capital was established, and the Victorian parliament moved to temporary 
accommodation at the Exhibition Buildings.  This temporary move was 
expected to last five years, but it would not be until 1927 that Victoria 
regained access to its own Parliament House. 
 
Voting Rights for Women 
 
The other significant issue during the later 1890s was voting rights for 
women. Turner’s attempt to implement this reform in Victoria were opposed 
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by the conservative upper house, and it would not be until 1908 that non-
Aboriginal women could vote in Victorian elections, despite the fact that they 
could vote in federal elections since 1902.  All other Australian states had 
introduced democratic rights for non-Aboriginal women by 1905 and South 
Australia had given non-Aboriginal women the vote in 1894. 

Cameron’s Ministry Years 
 

William Irvine became opposition leader during 1901 and a year later he 
became Premier.  Born in Ireland and 27 years younger than Cameron, he 
was nick-named Iceberg because of his serious nature and pursed lips.  Irvine 
had multiple qualifications and had worked as a barrister before entering 
parliament in 1894 as a conservative free trader.  In time he came to lead the 
anti-liberal and anti-Labor forces.  He was, in fact, not healthy, suffering from 
depression and being neurotically insecure.   

In 1902 Premier Irvine appointed Cameron to the position of 
Minister of Mines and Water Supply.  Cameron, now 71 years old and a 
parliamentary veteran of 28 years, had finally made it to the front bench.  By 
now the Victorian parliament was a very different place: McCulloch, Service, 
Lalor and Gillies were all dead, and Turner and Deakin were now in the 
federal parliament.  Cameron’s co-ministers included Thomas Bent, who was 
re-elected in 1900 after working his way back to respectability from his Port 
Fairy dairy farm, and John Murray, who would later become Premier.   Irvine 
won grudging respect as the best conservative premier since the boom years.   

Irvine resigned in 1904 and handed the leadership to Thomas Bent.  
Irvine would later enter federal parliament, where he became Attorney-
General.  Bent, who now owned Rippon Lea, appointed Cameron Minister of 
Public Health and Commissioner of Public Works.  Bent had a development 
philosophy of more rail lines, expanded industry, better education and 
improved health services.  He also negotiated the merger of the liberal and 
conservative forces to form the anti-Labour United Liberal Party.  He was 
still, however, seen as manipulating the land market for his own gain, and a 
later Royal Commission found him guilty of just this.  He resigned in 1909 
and died soon afterwards.   
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Cameron’s ministries in the Bent government were his last, 
although he remained in parliament until 1914.  He died a year later, at 
Kangaroo Ground, aged 84. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     Pigeon Bank today (courtesy of its owners, Ron and Sue James) 
 

Ewen Cameron Memorials 
 
Ewen Cameron is buried at the Kangaroo Ground cemetery.  He is still 
associated with Pigeon Bank by Kangaroo Ground people.  He lived in that 
house for 41 years, and his granddaughter, Vera Jackson, and a great-
granddaughter Marion Bishop, lived there years later.  Although most of the 
farm has now been sub-divided, the house and immediate environment has 
been preserved and acts as something of a memorial to Cameron.   
 Three years before Cameron’s death, the Eltham to Hurstbridge 
railway opened.  A station was built, after significant agitation from Kangaroo 
Ground people, at the closest point on the line to Kangaroo Ground, located 
at the intersection of Watery Gully and Diamond Creek in a locality then 
known as Watery Gully.  The Victorian Railways considering naming the new 
station Cameron, but instead it was given the name Balee (said to be an 
Aboriginal word for mistletoe).  In 1922 the name was changed to Wattle 
Glen and a township grew up around the station. 
 Ewen Cameron’s name is preserved in the town of Strathewen. 
 

- Dick Austin (concluded) 
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THE OLDEST BUSH FIRE BRIGADE IN 
AUSTRALIA 

 
In a setting rather reminiscent of an old world village fair, the Museum on the 
evening of 9 February supported the Kangaroo Ground Fire Brigade in its 
111th celebrations on the school oval by setting in place a display of books 
and other items of local interest — part of which involved the sale of muffins 
and lemon butter prepared by museum volunteers. Three people correctly 
guessed the museum’s ‘mystery object’, a centrifugal butter-fat sampler. 
Under Peter Fleming’s direction the winner was picked from a hat. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dudley Metcalf of Kangaroo Ground driving a replica water tank  
made by Bruce Ness for the K G Fire Brigade Centenary Celebrations 1992 

 
In his address, Nillumbik Mayor Lex de Man, a CFA regional manager who 
should therefore know, validated the brigade’s long-held claim to be the 
oldest bush fire brigade in Australia. He was surprised to learn also that the 
municipality he now leads once met in Kangaroo Ground for a total of 69 
years. 
                                                    6                           -              Mick Woiwod 

 



ELTHAM COLLEGE YEAR 9 STUDENTS VISIT THE 
MUSEUM 

February 2003 saw the Andrew Ross Museum again play host to Year 9 
students from Eltham College.  Over a four hour period, groups of twenty 
students armed with work-sheets and cameras moved through the Museum 
in search of information for an assignment titled Tracks and Treasures.  All 
told, some eighty students and teachers plus a number of overseas student 
teachers from China passed through. 
 As part of the College’s Belonging unit, students were required to 
make sketches, take photographs and write notes for the later creation of 
collage/montages designed to form part of a joint exhibition titled Tracks of 
History — an art component of their Year 9 Course.  
 Afterwards, each group of twenty visited in turn the Kangaroo 
Ground Church, the Tower of Remembrance and Kangaroo Ground’s 
pioneer Cemetery, there to research further dimensions of the district’s 
heritage. This is the second year that the Andrew Ross Museum has hosted 
visits of this kind — last year’s excursion being under the heading, My Place. 
 It is hoped that other Secondary Colleges in the district will follow 
Eltham College’s fine example. Late last year, museum volunteers under 
Eleanor Fowler and Janine Taylor led also a series of eight similar visits from 
the Kangaroo Ground Primary School.  
 The heritage precincts of Kangaroo Ground are ideal for such 
excursions and fall within the museum’s stated purpose of understanding the 
landscape outside its doors as being of equal importance to the cultural 
material held within. 

- Mick Woiwod 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
(Photo by Peter Bassett-Smith) 
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OF WILLAMS, WONGUIMS AND WHIRLYGIGS 
 

Eleanor Flower concludes her report on a series of electives entitled 
Children in Kangaroo Ground enjoyed by groups of children from the 
Kangaroo Ground Primary School recently.    
 
Early Settlers 
 
Two sessions focused on children living in Kangaroo Ground in the 19th 
century.  We first learned about the school, which taught the 3 Rs, 
Christianity and habits of cleanliness.  Times were harder in those days, with 
children seeing lightening through the gaps in the wooden slabs of the first 
school building, which Andrew Ross taught in from 1851.  The new building 
 the current museum and art room/library  opened in 1875.  It was soon 
too small for the 100 or so children.  Some of them stayed home for lack of 
room.  Illnesses including typhoid, whooping cough, measles and scarlet 
fever at times caused school closures and attendance was low during the 
harvest time.  Some of the teachers were rather free with the floggings and 
one was rumoured to have been transferred to another school after flogging a 
young lady from a good family.  We had lots of photos of children who 
attended the school and a nice example of work. 
 
 
 
 

Jessie Agnes  Cameron  
learnt how  to decorate   a 
page with coloured  drawings 
of flowers and how  to 
produce an essay  titled 
Politeness  in  copperplate 
handwriting when  she  was  
a pupil at the Kangaroo 
Ground School in the 1890s.
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Our current pupils sat at the old school desk, drew on the old slate 
and introduced themselves to the mannequins representing Andrew and 
Mary Anne Ross.  Mr. Bourne provided poster sized computer reproductions 
of photos of children outside the school and a streetscape, in A4 pieces.  Our 
pupils stuck them together as a puzzle and drew a frame around the photo, 
which was put up on their classroom wall.  We listed what has changed in 
schools and what has stayed the same. 
 In the last session we pondered why we study history:   
 
- To look at the area where you live and see what it was like in the past. 
- A way of understanding what is happening now. 
- Seeing how some things change and some things stay the same. 
- To hear interesting stories. 
- Because you may want to study or work with history in the future. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pupil teacher Agnes Charlton and pupils at  

the Kangaroo Ground School, c 1889. 
9 

After a review of our learnings we switched mood to study and enjoy 
old food and games!  In the second group we even plucked up the 
courage to make our own butter for the old-fashioned scones and 
pikelets.  The children had a go at turning the wheel of the butter churn 
but we used a plastic jar with a marble in it to whip the cream, which we 
all had a go at shaking.  Luckily we recognised the whey, which we tipped 
off.  Marg was the only one who had made butter before! 
 The children listed games they play now.  We then talked about 
games the Wurundjeri children played. – Swimming, hide and seek, 
chasing and ball games, along with the less familiar wit-wit.  A football 
game called Marn-grook was played with a possum skin ball filled with 
winnowed charcoal.  It was a high marking, high kicking game played by 
teams named after totems, such as the black cockatoo and white cockatoo 
or the eagle and crow.  The children thought this game sounded familiar!  
Australian rules football is believed to have been influenced by this game. 
 Games played by children 100 years ago included the following:  

hop scotch 
marbles 
skipping 
quoits 
hoop 

skittles 
hide and seek 

chasing 
ball games 

card games. 
We provided materials for these games and had a go at playing some of 
them.  We made little spinning toys out of cardboard which superimpose 
two pictures on to each other as they spin – Whirligigs!  Janine also 
borrowed some spinning Victorian style toys. 
 The children agreed that the museum elective was pretty cool! They 
also proposed a toast (of home made lemonade) to John, who was school 
gardener at the time, for building a frame for our first willam! 

- Eleanor Fowler (concluded) 
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BIRDS OF KANGAROO GROUND 
 

Bird Learning 
 
An earlier owner of our land was called the “bird lady” by the people who 
knew her.  This was because she had a very friendly relationship with the 
birds around her house and visitors were able to enjoy seeing many different 
species of birds in her garden and very close up.   
 We have inherited this situation.  The birds are not afraid of us and 
we see many different birds in the garden and orchard and, particularly, 
coming to the bird baths in easy view through our windows.   
 We have two family groups of magpies on our land and they have 
never mollested us even when we go near their nests in spring time.  There 
has been one exception to this – the day I put wire netting over the 
strawberries they were so enjoying – one swooped on me that day.   
 There is just one species among our regular visitors which is sensitive 
to our every move, even inside the house.  And that is the black bird.  We 
don’t like the black birds because they are aggressive towards our smaller 
native birds. Besides they are not native to Australia.  Some years ago Peter 
shot at a pair nesting near the house with an air rifle.  Those birds became 
very wary of us.  This year’s black birds are not the same birds that were shot 
at but they are very wary.  I’ve just read that “recognition of a particular 
enemy (for instance, a particular cat or human) can be passed from 
generation to generation by what can only be called tradition.”1  On the other 
side of the coin, other birds come right to our windows often and sit 
undisturbed on branches as we walk under them.  This sense of security must 
also have “passed from generation to generation by what can only be called 
tradition”.   
 This is learned behaviour passed on from one generation to the next.  
Science  has been able to show that living creatures  from the very simplest 
 
 

                                                
1 What Bird Is That, compiled by Terence Lindsey of the National Photographic Index 
of Australian Wildlife 
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are capable of learning.  And when a species rears its young,  this learning is 
passed down  the generations.   That is to say, in a  great many species both 
nature and nurture play a part in building up what a creature becomes.  That 
is, we have an “and” here rather than an “either/or”.  That this is still a hotly 
debated topic in some circles is more a function of humans’ propensity for 
debate and the staking out of territory than the nature of the reality being 
debated.           
 The magpie is the most studied bird in Australia.  These studies 
reveal significant learned behaviour common to family groups. 
 

The song or the chorus of a family of magpies is a very 
organized thing.  They sing together in a group and the song 
is like a madrigal.  There is an order to it, with everyone 
having their part.  First there is an introductory warble that 
is solitary and which anyone can sing.  They can share that 
across the sexes.  But the carolling they do as a chorus is 
sex-specific, with female-type carols and male-type carols.  
It’s organized so that everyone has a part by singing a 
different note.   
 A magpie might have a repertoire of 30 different songs 
and each bird has its own individual song.  Each group may 
share a few of its songs with a neighbour and they answer 
that neighbour’s song with the one they share.1 

 
Much family-specific learning has gone on here. 
 Magpies may very well enjoy carolling together but their carolling is 
also intended as a warning to other families not to trespass on their territory.  
Is there a familiar ring about this? 
 Next time you lie listening to the early morning chorus of the 
magpies, think of what it means for them.   
 

- Wenda Fleming 
 

 

                                                
1 U.S. biologist Susan Farabaugh working with Jane Hughes, Deputy Dean of 
Environmental Science at Griffith University, Brisbane, 1996. 
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CHATTERBOX 
 
Winter is approaching, the paddocks are once again green but it is a green 
drought.  I can’t remember such a dry.  There are few stock in the paddocks 
and they require hand feeding.  Hay is at record prices. 
 The bush fires of summer which devastated much of the alpine area 
are a sharp reminder of the environment in which we live.  Much of the 
history of those areas has become ash.  As a friend said, “We are so sad at the 
losses.  Do, for goodness sake, get your local history written even as rough 
notes and share photos around your family who live in other places.”   
 It is a timely reminder.  We too in Kangaroo Ground need to do the 
same, as Region 13 is notorious as being fire prone.   
 Kangaroo Ground and district was fortunate this summer and the 
vigilance of our volunteers must surely have helped.   
 During the last few months the Board and supporters have been 
planning and working towards our annual major event, The Alan Marshall 
Celebration.  Quite a number in the district have many recollections of Alan as 
a friend and writer.  His time, as many know, which he spent living and 
working both here as a young man and later in his mature years before 
moving to Black Rock resulted in such books as I Can Jump Puddles and This Is 
the Grass.  If you have not read them, they are readily available in libraries and 
are enjoyable reading.    
 At the Andrew Ross Museum there is a small display in Room 2 
depicting the War Memorial Tower history, showing also plans for the future.  
Please call in and have a browse.  It is free.  
 Peter Fleming has been driven up the wall – not really, but he has 
been seen frequently up a ladder at the museum, diligently filling cracks and 
maintaining the ceilings and walls of the museum’s rooms.  Cracks allow dust 
– something together with climate change that is anathema to museum 
committees, especially ones undergoing scrutiny of accreditation.   
 Our push to gain accreditation is on schedule, one that all the Board 
have busied themselves on, in each individual’s capacity.  We expect to be 
reviewed again in the middle of the year by Museums Australia.   Our 
colleagues at Ambleside, Knox, were telling me it took several attempts but 
they achieved it in the long run.   
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 The cataloguing team has processed over 1400 items, and the 
catalogue is gradually being transferred to computer.  A great effort, and a 
continuous one as more pieces of information of the district’s history appear.   
 The Andrew Ross Diary is steadily nearing publication which is 
expected now to be next year.   
 Bruce Nixon, our patron, has been working in conjunction with the 
State Librarian, an historian, and a retired State Library of Victoria publisher.  
He is at present planning to publish LaTrobe’s diaries in a similar format to 
the 1999 publication of LaTrobe’s art, and hopes for a 2004 publication.   
 LaTrobe in his travels passed through Kangaroo Ground and 
somewhere mention is made of his giving £10 to the Kangaroo Ground 
Church. 
 Our district has been affected by the land and housing boom and 
several places have been sold for what is considered the magic million, but 
these buoyant figures tend to represent economic and lifestyle changes.  The 
local real estate sections in the paper should prove interesting reading in the 
future, just as earlier papers do for students today.  Noel Williams, a member 
of the Board, has a most interesting scrapbook as do Mick and Margaret 
Woiwod.  Has anyone else an interest in keeping a scrapbook of family or 
local events?  We could develop a display of the social times of our area.   
 Once again we are having school visits to the Museum, and we are 
indeed fortunate having on the Board May Leckey, an educator and historian, 
to assist.   
 The Evelyn Observer recorded in Reminiscences of Andrew Ross, 10th May 
1889, “The New Constitution of 1855 November 23rd the formation of the 
County of Evelyn”.  Up till then Ross believed that the settlers had received 
“no consideration at the hands of the Government”.   
 Water then as now was scarce.  Ross wrote, “The formation of the 
Yan Yean Reservoir was in that year noted, with the expenditure of about 
one million pounds”.  A huge sum in today’s terms! 
 May winter bring the end of the record breaking drought, with good 
rains to fill your tanks and dams and usher in a bountiful spring. 
 
 

- Diana Bassett-Smith 


