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Chapter One
CHILDHOOD

I was born in 1924 in Melbourne’s inner suburb of Carlton, 
and grew up in Warburton, in country Victoria, where my 
parents Harry and Zelma moved, soon after my birth.  My 
earliest memory is of sitting in a galvanised tub full of water 
in front of the fi re in our lounge room at Warburton.  I was 
sucking on a washcloth as my mother bathed me.  I remember 
her using a set of bellows to blow the fi re into action.  She 
would recite to herself as she pushed on the bellows, “I think 
I can, I think I can, I think I can.”  Then, as the fi re started to 
smoke with the bellows making a woofi ng sound, Mum would 
get slower and slower still reciting, “I think I can…” When 
the fi re was well under way, she would continue by saying, 
“I thought I could, I thought I could, I thought I could.” As I 
recollect this memory, I wonder if the soft woofi ng sound of 
the bellows infl uenced my decision to become a steam engine 
driver, as the sound that the Locomotive made as it chuffed 
along was reminiscent of those early years.

My mother had a horse named Bonny. Mum and my Aunt 
Irene would hook up the Jinker and take me out to the old 
orchard that was down the road about a mile or so.  I loved 
the orchard and we used to have picnics there.  It was rather 
neglected, but pear trees and cherry trees and some apple 
trees grew there.  We picked a little bit of fruit from them 
but, because the trees were so neglected, they did not yield 
much.  Even so, I loved going as I felt there was something that 
appealed to me, probably being in the outdoors and tasting 
the fresh fruit that I was given occasionally.

Every time Mum and my Aunt said they were going to the 
orchard, I would get all excited and want to go with them.  
Sometimes I was not allowed to go, so my Mum would spell 
the word ‘orchard’ to her sister, but I soon caught on and 
cried if I was not included.
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1. Myself, born 1924, with Mum Zelma

2. (L to R) Mum, Aunt Irene, Myself and dad, on an outing
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3. Not being allowed to go to the 
orchard - one year, ten months.

4. At Carlton with my 
Grandfather’s Pipe 

and Hat

5. My Sister Dorothy and I

6. Riding my trike at age six
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Chapter Two
STARVATION CREEK

Time wore on, and my next memory is of moving to a place 
called Starvation Creek.  It must have been 1929 during the 
Depression.  Dad’s work fi nished at the O' Shanessy Weir and 
the only work available was at Starvation Creek.  So Mum 
and Dad rented out our home for next to nothing and off we 
went.  Our new residence was in the bush, ten miles east of 
Warburton; I was fi ve years old.  

During these times, timber mills were built way out in the 
bush.  The loggers used to drag the logs from the bush to 
the mills where they were processed into timber. Before the 
logging commenced, the area was used for gold prospecting.  
Apparently there was not much gold to be found, so that is why 
it was called Starvation Creek, or Starvo as it was known.

I sat with my younger sister Dorothy and Mum and Dad on 
a specially prepared wooden platform on a bogey, amongst 
large bags of chaff and other supplies and, as darkness closed 
in, we moved off.  The loco hissed and puffed into action after 
it had been sitting in the siding at Warburton with a number 
of other bogies, including ours.  We sat wrapped in blankets 
pondering the prospects that lay ahead, listening as the noise 
of the engine pierced the stillness of the night. 

It took quite a few hours as shunting was done at a number 
of places along the way, and the speed was very slow.  We 
arrived after midnight at our stop in the middle of the bush.  
With Dad leading the way, we had to walk a short distance 
under the glow of a hurricane lantern he was holding, fi nally 
arriving at our new home.

In the morning, I awoke to the sound of the humming of the 
saws in the mill as they chewed their way through the logs. 
I lay in my bed and took in my new surroundings; Dad had 
gone to work at the mill that was not far away.  Our house was 
made of boards, which had never seen a coat of paint.

While Mum was attending my young sister Dorothy, I went 
exploring.  A wooden tramline ran past our house down to the 
mill; the rails were made of wood nailed onto wooden sleepers. 
As I looked down the tramline, I could see the mill roof.  Near 
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the mill was a huge heap of sawdust; this had a pale pink 
appearance.  Apparently the mill had been shifted some time 
ago and the heap was left like a monument to the hundreds 
of trees that had been cut down.  Now these trees passed 
through the huge saws and were cut into lengths of timber 
and made into houses many miles away.

After walking around the heap, I noticed I had left footprints 
in its pristine softness.  I was reminded of sandy beaches and 
I was completely on my own, the only sound was the buzzing 
of the saws from the mill some distance away.  Thick bush 
surrounded the edges of the heap, and large tree stumps that 
had slots cut in them stood out of the thick undergrowth. 
These trees were once proud forest giants and the fallers cut 
incisions in the trucks to insert their boards to stand on when 
they cut them down.

I wandered around for some time and, when I fi nally arrived 
home, Mum wondered where I had been; with the imagination 
of a young boy I told her about my adventures during the day 
and about the enormous heap of saw dust.

I celebrated my sixth birthday whilst at ‘Starvo’, and like all 
children once they turn six, it was off to school.  

This was located about a mile from where we lived, I was 
one of ten pupils and we were all children of the mill workers. 
Sometimes, if we were lucky, we would get a ride home on 
the empty bogies as the ‘loco’ went past.  One day, we were 
all running to catch a ride on the slowly moving train.  As I 
ran, I tripped and fell beside the line.  The driver, who had 
seen my plight, stopped, ran back, picked me up and put me 
up in the cab of the loco.  He asked me if I was alright and, 
just when I was feeling warm and comfortable and enjoying 
the pleasant smell, it was time for me to hop off.  The driver 
helped me down from the loco, where I had a short distance 
to walk home.

During lunchtime, a few of us often sat and ate our lunch 
on an old grey log and enjoyed the sunshine.  As I munched 
on my sandwich, one of the boys next to me asked what I had 
on it?  When I told him that my sandwich was spread with 
marmite, he jumped out of his seat all excited and yelled out 
to everyone that I was eating dynamite sandwiches!
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 A lot of travelling was done on horse back, as there were no 
roads to the mill. Some workers sometimes played jokes on 
each other, and I remember them setting up one of the mill 
workers who owned a white horse.  One time, he went to go for 
a ride and could not fi nd his horse anywhere as his co-workers 
had painted it with blue spots.  He looked everywhere, before 
realizing what they had done.

In their spare time, some of the workers amused themselves 
by walking on stilts that were so tall, they had to climb on the 
roof of their huts to get on them.  Another prank they would 
get up to, was to get an empty jam tin and thread a strong 
piece of cord through a hole in the end, and then rub resin on 
it and, by running a closed fi st along it, a horrible sound was 
made.  It was most effective when a newcomer arrived.  He was 
told about the Bunyips that came out of the bush at night.  A 
chap with the tin would be outside his hut, while his mate 
would be inside explaining what a Bunyip looked like. Then a 
terrible sound would emanate, which sounded like someone 
being strangled and would make an average person shiver.  So 
you had to have pretty thick skin if you were to survive some 
of those pranks.

Not far from home was an old disused tramline that had not 
been used for years.  The sleepers were rotting and covered 
with moss, bits of bark and creeping vines and were slowly 
obliterating the track.  The bush was so thick it was impossible 
to penetrate. On either side of the track grew a peculiar type 
of grass that I learned was wiregrass.  It grew in great masses 
up to eight feet or more and had a serrated edge. If you tried 
to pull it out, it would cut your hand if you were not careful. 
Another type of grass was called sword grass and, as you 
pushed your way through it, it would cut you.    

I decided to go exploring the track, as I thought it was 
interesting, and wondered where it led.  It was a Saturday and 
the mill was not working. Dad was at one of his mates’ place.  
Curiosity getting the better of me, I started walking along the 
old line, wondering as I walked what was around the next 

�
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bend.  Not a sound could be heard, not even the sound of a 
bird. 

I could see a clearing ahead and something red and white, 
and it moved; I stopped, and stared.  It was some kind of 
animal; I could not believe my eyes!  There were about ten or 
more and one of them trotted a few yards, then stopped and 
stared at me.  Three of them were standing on an old log and 
I was really amazed. They were huge and had horns, now they 
were all looking at me! I froze, never having seen anything like 
them before.  Suddenly one of them put its head back and 
gave a terrifi c bellow; that was enough to send me scuttling 
for my life back along the tramline, to the safety of our home 
and to the arms of my Mother.  Amid terrifi ed sobs, I told her 
how these red and white things with horns were after me.  My 
Mother soothed me, but I felt she thought it was just a fi gment 
of my imagination. I found out later that one of the butchers 
in Warburton often let small herds of Herefords graze in the 
bush.  I wondered how on earth he would round them up 
in such thick bush, but apparently a block of salt was the 
answer. 

Dad had some good friends who used to visit us, they were 
all big men and always seemed to be a happy lot.  One day, 
they found a tree with a beehive. It was decided that they 
would chop it down and get the honey.  All was going well, 
until the bees discovered what they were up to.  The bees did 
not like parting with their honey, and relentlessly stung their 
victims.  Letting out some powerful words, including the lords’ 
name, my father and his mates helped each other remove the 
stings.  They did manage to remove some honey that Dad tried 
to make into honey mead, but something went wrong and he 
had to throw it out.  Altogether it was a painful exercise.

A few hundreds yards along the old tramline, on the bank 
of a small stream, was a deposit of pure white clay. Mum and 
her friends would dig it out and use it to paint their fi replaces. 
It certainly improved the look of the fi replace and they were 
quite pleased with the result, and their ingenuity.  One of 
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