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Wycliffe Australia kindly hosted the 2023 Annual General Meeting of the Andrew Ross Museum. 

At the conclusion of museum business, members and supporters were treated to a fascinating talk 

on the history of Wycliffe and the creation of its home base in Kangaroo Ground.  

 

Presented by Wycliffe Australia’s first Director, David Cummings, it was an enlightening look at 

the history and work of the centre on Graham Road which found its present home with the help of 

renowned mudbrick architect, Alistair Knox and late museum stalwart Bruce Nixon.  

 

The Wycliffe organisation began 90 years ago in America out of the desire of a few people to serve 

the practical needs of Bible translation through linguists working amongst minority language 

groups. 

 

Originally the aim had been to train translators who would serve through existing missionary 

societies.  However, by the early 1940s, the idea grew that a distinct organisation was needed, 

specifically focused on Bible translation.  

 

A decade later it had grown large enough to offer linguistic training courses not just in America, but 

also in Australia, the UK and Canada. 

 

David Cummings began his work with the organisation in the late 1950s in Papua New Guinea.  He 

recalls he and his wife, Ruth, spent three days trekking up mountains to live with the local people 

and begin to learn their languages.  Initially said David, that comprised of gestures, such as rubbing 

one’s nose and saying its name before gesticulating for others to do the same, and thus learning the 

rudiments of the language. 

 

David was later in the vanguard of members establishing a base in Australia.  Working out of a 

small office off Collins Street, he recalled it was so cramped, interviews with potential recruits had 

to be held in the car park! 

 

The need for larger premises was obvious, and David said some time was spent looking for a 

suitable plot of land on which to build a base – with cheaper, larger options outside the city centre 

preferred.  Before long David heard of a potential site in the outer North East on land owned by 

Kangaroo Ground sand quarry proprietor David Graham.  After an enthusiastic meeting with Mr. 

Graham, Alistair Knox and Bruce Nixon, (who was one of the founders of Andrew Ross Museum) 

the case was put to the council for the establishment of a bible translation centre.  

 

Mr. Graham offered 56 acres of land and Mr Knox, an 

enthusiastic advocate for the venture, offered his professional 

services for free.  The deal was struck, the land purchased, and 

work began in 1967 to build Wycliffe’s Australian National 

Centre. 

 

The land, at the end of Graham Road, (named after the Graham family), was rich in clay and perfect 

for making mud bricks, which volunteers did every weekend – producing up to 400 in a day.  The 

buildings there today literally grew from the dirt beneath their foundations. 

 

David remembered many of the volunteers involved were youngsters, mainly from church youth 

groups, who came from far and wide to make the bricks from a mixture of clay and straw.  They 

were asked to wear old clothes but usually arrived in much newer attire.  The days often ended with 

mud throwing and fun between the groups and consequently some very dirty clothes.  Wycliffe had 

an old washing machine (now kindly donated to the ARM) and the dirtiest clothes were dropped in 

there and more fun was had, as the youngsters took turns working the old mechanism to pummel 

their clothes clean.  The days concluded with a barbecue dinner and often a film. 
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To keep the costs down, David recalled that in addition to the home-produced mud bricks, recycled 

materials were used whenever possible.  Wire cut bricks from the still standing chimneys of 

remnant cottages in the area were repurposed, and wood panelling inside some walls was derived 

from the packing cases used to ship Toyota cars into Victoria!  The main door on the workshop is 

made from the old Kangaroo Ground Hall’s floor! 

 

The mud bricks were made, said David, with the addition of wheat straw, which broke down to 

form humic acid – a natural glue that helped ‘set’ the bricks.  When the local supply of wheat straw 

ran out David happened to be visiting his old home town of Shepparton.  Word got out that David 

was searching for straw.  By chance, although it had been a dire year for the crop, a large supply 

was found in the Shepparton countryside, already baled and available - and then kindly donated! 

The volunteers quickly and happily hired a large truck to collect the precious building material. 

 

Alistair Knox organised for native trees to be planted all around Wycliffe’s new home – so many in 

fact, David remembered the locals began to suspect it was a nudist colony not a bible translation 

centre going up in their midst!  To reassure residents of their purpose the Wycliffe recruits 

organised a large barbecue for their Kangaroo Ground neighbours, so they could see for themselves 

the Christian work of the organisation – and that everybody was fully clothed! 

 

Over the years the Wycliffe land site has reduced in size to its present day 28 acres.  Alfred 

Coombe, the first chairman, had bought half the acreage and ran cattle on it for a time.  He later 

donated some of the grounds to the school to form a sports oval, and also provided land to the 

Presbyterian church for the building of its manse.  Mr. Coombe was, David recalled, ‘a generous 

man, given to supporting charitable organisations and missions.’ 

 

 
 

The centre has a core of long-serving staff with other recruits arriving for periods from a few weeks 

to typically 18 months as they prepare for work around the globe.  Its modest mud brick homes can 

house around 40 families in total, some with children who attend Kangaroo Ground Primary and 

other local schools during their stay.  
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It is also the host site for courses run by SILA (the Summer Institute of Linguistics Australia), 

which was established under the auspices of Wycliffe Bible Translators Australia. 

 

At any one time, Wycliffe Australia has around 250 staff, up to two thirds of whom will be 

overseas.  Worldwide there is a team of over 5,000 full time staff.  

 

The Kangaroo Ground centre has school rooms to educate recruits in linguistics, literacy, inter 

cultural studies and translation principles and prepare them for life in their destination country. 

Recruits are sponsored for their missionary work by their local churches around the globe and come 

from all denominational backgrounds.  Essentials are provided by the centre, but recruits receive no 

pay and serve as volunteers for their work.  It is truly a labour of love. 

 

The Wycliffe organisation is named after English scholastic philosopher and theologian John 

Wycliffe, who lived circa 1328-1384.  He advocated translating the Bible into Middle English 

vernacular and probably translated the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John and 

possibly the entire New Testament.  It is believed his associates translated the Old Testament. 
 

Lehman manual washing machine (produced in Australia c1920). 

This was kindly donated by Wycliffe Bible Translation Centre on Graham Road, Kangaroo 

Ground and can now been seen on the front verandah of the Andrew Ross Museum. It was used 

during the making of mud bricks on site around 1967 to produce the Centre’s buildings. 

Volunteers, mainly youngsters from local church groups, hand-made up to 400 bricks in a session 

and often got very dirty in the process! They had fun working the old washing mechanism 

afterwards to clean their clothes and ended the day with a barbecue dinner and often a film. 
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DID YOU KNOW 
I made a mistake in the last chronicle, it’s the Yarra Plenty Mobile Library that can be located at 

the Panton Hill Memorial Reserve, St Andrews Hall and the Hurstbridge Primary School on a 

Tuesday, Kangaroo Ground, North Warrandyte and Diamond Creek on a Wednesday, Christmas 

Hills Primary School on a Friday and not the Yarra Glen Mobile Library as mentioned therein? 

 

Visit www.yprl.vic.gov.au for further information regarding joining the library, reserving your 

books and picking them up on the day the mobile unit is in your area. 

 

WHO WE ARE AND HOW TO CONTACT US 
 

Museum Board Members 

Patron: Diana Bassett-Smith 

Chairperson: Warwick Leeson OAM 

0439-347-797 

andrewrossmuseum@outlook.com 

Vice Chairperson: David Sharpe 

sharpiesw5@aapt.net.au 

Secretary/Public Officer:   Carol Leeson 

0422-307-630 

carolanneleeson@gmail.com  

Treasurer: Rob Shackleton 
 

The Museum is open: 

every Thursday 10.00 am – 12 noon 

Open 2 pm – 4 pm on the first Sunday of every month or by appointment 
 

Supported by Nillumbik Shire Council 

and Kangaroo Ground Primary School 
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