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A Currawong Takes Flight                     Jim Connor

Two long-term residents of the Nillumbik Shire met for the first time 
late in 2011, a meeting that later resulted in the commissioning and 
creation of a recently installed sculpture in the Eltham Cemetery. 

Michael Wilson, a recognised goldsmith, jeweller and sculptor has 
created this sculpture for Harold Mitchell AC, a patron of the arts, 
founder of the Mitchell Foundation and a successful businessman, 
who has also shared his skills with many cultural organisations.

Unveiled on Wednesday 1 July 2015 it is the first of the Eltham 
Cemetery Trust’s Grand Estate Sculptures. Titled ‘A Currawong 
Takes Flight’ and constructed in Corten steel and bronze it 
recognises two of Eltham’s native species: the Red Box Eucalypt 
tree with its soft green scalloped shaped leaves and the Pied 
Currawong with its adept flight patterns and melodic chortle.

As the purchaser of one of the Grand Estate Plots in the Cemetery, 
Harold was required to commission an artist to design and make a 
contemporary sculpture. He subsequently asked Michael to create 
a piece that would reflect the unique environment and artistic 
heritage of Eltham.

Plot No. 6 is located at the highest point of the fence-lined border 
between Montsalvat and the Cemetery. It is close to the last bronze 
sculpture by Matcham Skipper, titled ‘Young Man Awakening’, 
commissioned by the Eltham Cemetery Trust to celebrate the 
150th Anniversary of the Cemetery, which was established in 1858. 

As Matcham Skipper was a mentor and early supporter of Michael 
Wilson’s developing artistic talents the creative connection between 
these two installations is most appropriate. Michael considered this commission as an opportunity 
to create a very special work to reflect the beauty of the Eltham environment and the local community.

The Eltham Cemetery is a peaceful environment set in natural bushland adjoining Montsalvat and 
is the resting place of many pioneering and well-known local families. Michael Wilson’s sculpture 
for Harold Mitchell AC is a significant addition.

Currawong and Red Box leaves

 Sculpture - ‘A Currawong Takes Flight’
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September Meeting                               

On 4th October 2014 Nillumbik Shire Council launched
a publication titled ‘Nillumbik Tales - Voices of our Elders’, 
which is a collection of colourful and personal snapshots 
of our local community. 

The unique Nillumbik based stories have been written by 
a variety of authors, including some who are members of our 
Society. At our meeting on Wednesday 9th September 2015 
we will be having some of our members reading their own 
‘Nillumbik Tale.’

In collating and publishing this historically important collection 
Nillumbik Shire Council has documented many aspects of 
our area and of the people who contributed to our community. 
The original print run of ‘Nillumbik Tales’ was sold out and 
there has been a reprint. We hope to have some copies 
available for sale at the meeting.

As at all of our meetings, new members and visitors are 
most welcome.

September Excursion - Research Aqueduct Walk

For nearly 100 years the aqueduct that winds around 
the hills above Research township supplied water to 
Melbourne from the Watts River near Healesville and 
later the Maroondah Reservoir. It was commissioned 
in 1891 and was replaced by large pipes in the 1980s. 
The unused channel remains largely intact and the 
access track is now a walking and cycling path.
 
The aqueduct path is the main feature of our 
excursion on Saturday 5th September. This will be a 
different part of the aqueduct to that included in our 
2010 Research walk. The first part of the walk will be 
up Ingrams Road and the return is through Research 
Park. Comments along the way will be largely based 
on Jim Allen’s study of the history of Research and 
our comprehensive aqueduct file.
 
This circuit walk is about 4 km in length and will 
take about 2.5 hours. It will start at 2pm at the 
Research shopping centre in Main Road (Melway 
ref. 22 G2). It is mainly on made paths but does 
include some uphill sections.
 
This free walk is open to the general public as 
well as Society members. Dogs are not permitted 
on Society excursions. The phone number for 
contact on the day is 0409 021 063.

Nillumbik Tales - Voices of our Elders

The Maroondah Aqueduct at Research  
Photograph from the Shire of Eltham Pioneers Collection



The Wackett Brothers                               by Jim Allen

Not many people would be aware of two brothers who were possibly one of the greatest influences 
on the development of the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF). The connection to the Eltham Shire 
is that one brother Ellis Charles Wackett, (1901 - 1984) is interred in Kangaroo Ground Cemetery. 
His nickname to distinguish him from his brother was “Wack”. Ellis and his older brother Lawrence 
James Wackett (1896 - 1982) were born in Townsville, Queensland the sons of English born James 
Wackett and his Victorian born wife Alice (nee Lawrence). The two brothers were educated in 
Townsville along with their sister Iris Alice.

In 1913 Lawrence entered the Royal Military College, Duntroon 
where he showed he had technical aptitude. With a need for officers 
at the outbreak of World War 1 Lawrence’s class was graduated early 
in June 1915 and he transferred to the Australian Flying Corp at Point 
Cook, where he qualified as a pilot in October 1915.

In the interim his younger brother Ellis had not been idle as in 1914 
he entered the Royal Australian Naval College as a Cadet Midshipman.
After graduating in 1919 he spent two years at sea before sailing to 
Britain where he attended the Royal Naval College and the Royal 
NavyEngineering College.

In the meantime Lawrence was posted to No 1 Squadron arriving 
in Egypt in April 1916. His duties there included bombing enemy lines, 
reconnaissance, air to air combat and photography. In January 1917 
he was put in charge of repairing and overhauling the Royal Flying 
Corp’s damaged aircraft. Also in 1917 as a result of his success in this field he was mentioned in 
Dispatches (MID) and posted to the Orford Experimental Station in Britain. He returned to the front 
in France in June 1918 with the 3rd Squadron of the Australian Flying Corps (AFC). Whilst with this 
unit he perfected a method of dropping ammunition to ground forces by parachute and was awarded 
the Distinguished Flying Cross for a particularly hazardous photographic mission, which resulted in 
eighty bullet holes to his aircraft. He was also awarded the Air Force Cross in 1919 for his service.  

Lawrence married Letitia Emily Florence Wood in England in 1919. Upon returning to Australia he 
was one of 21 Officers appointed to the RAAF when formed in 1921, where his expertise in aircraft 
design came to the front. During 1924 the RAAF Experimental Section was established at 
Randwick (Sydney)) under his command.  Some of the aircraft he designed were the Warbler, 
the Widgeon I and II and the Warrigal I and II.
   
In 1923 Ellis, who had been at sea with the Royal Australian Navy (RAN), saw the light and 
transferred to the RAAF with the rank of Flying Officer. He completed his pilot training in England, 
graduated with a distinction from the Imperial College of Science and Technology, London and 
became an associate fellow of the Royal Aeronautical Society. During World War 1 pilots who were 
shot down or whose aircraft experienced problems had few choices. They could jump to a sure 
death or try to nurse their craft to the ground and try to land. On completion of his post graduate 
studies in Aeronautical studies Ellis’s passage home was cancelled and he was sent to the 
Parachute Training School Royal Air Force (RAF) Station, Andover to learn to pack and use 
the new life preserving equipment.  

After returning to Australia Ellis conducted a parachute course for nine volunteers at Richmond, 
New South Wales and on the 26 May 1926 he made the first free fall parachute jump from a 
military aircraft in Australia. Over the following week all members of the course also completed 
jumps. Ellis then went on to run further parachuting courses.
                      (continued on page 4)
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Lieutenant L. J.Wackett
Image - Australian War Memorial 

collection
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The Wackett Brothers                          (continued from page 3)

Ellis married Doreen Ivy Dove (known as Judy) in 1919. In 1933 Ellis returned to England to 
attend the RAF Staff College at Andover and toured the United States the following year to study 
the aircraft industry.

When the RAAF Experimental Station at Randwick was closed (1930) Lawrence resigned from 
the RAAF with the rank of Wing Commander. He then went on to head the Aircraft Section of the 
Cockatoo Island naval dockyard followed by a period with Tugan Aircraft Ltd at Mascot. In these 
positions his task was aircraft servicing and repair, however he still found time to design two 
aircraft, the Codock and the Gannet. The RAAF bought five Gannets. In 1936 Lawrence was 
nominated to set up and manage the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation Pty Ltd (CAC) that 
was established to create an aircraft industry in Australia. During World War 2 CAC produced and 
maintained many aircraft including the Wirraway, the Wackett Trainer, Boomerang Fighters and the 
Mustang Fighter. Lawrence was influential in the decision to replace the RAAF’s Meteor fighter with 
the American Sabre in the early 1950s.

In May 1935 as a Squadron Leader Ellis became the RAAF’s senior Engineer as the Director 
of Technical Services, a position his brother Lawrence had created in 1922. In this position 
Ellis was able to call on the assistance of his brother, Australia’s best-known aircraft designer. 
He remained the RAAF’s senior Engineer for 24 years whilst progressing through five ranks, 
including seventeen years as a member of the Air Board. In 1940 he was promoted to the 
temporary rank of Group Captain. As a result of his successful management of technical aspects 
of the expansion required during World War Two he was appointed OBE in 1941 and promoted 
to acting Air Commodore in 1942.

In December 1960 Lawrence retired as CAC’s General Manager, having been on the Board 
from 1950, though continued as a Director until 1965.  

When Ellis retired from the RAAF in 1959 he was the longest serving Officer. Never one to be 
inactive he joined the Board of the Australian National Airlines Commission (1960 – 68) and was 
prominent in the Regular Defence Force Welfare Association, where he became foundation Vice 
President (1959) and life governor (1979). Retirement gave Ellis more time for his hobbies of  
orchid growing, farming and trout fishing on his 20-acre farm at Panton Hill.

Wackett Trainer, last of the batch of 200 built
Image - Australian War Memorial collection

3 Squadron DH9A A1-10, modified for 
RAAF parachute experiments in 1926



Picnic at Wattle Glen        
                  
The year is 2015. I’m standing on the platform at 
Wattle Glen railway station, looking west across the 
track. Opposite is a somewhat dilapidated building 
that has obviously seen better days. Its windows 
are now boarded up and there’s a creeper covering 
one wall. My attention is drawn to something at one 
corner of the building, something that looks a bit 
out of place. It’s an old sign advertising Coca-Cola.

The year is around 1955. Parked outside the East 
Coburg Presbyterian Church is a furniture removal 
van with lots of people inside it. They’re sitting 
face-to-face on church pews which have been placed 
along both sides and down the middle. There’s much anticipation and excitement. They’re heading 
off to the Church’s annual picnic, to be held at Wattle Glen.

The venue was a privately owned picnic ground and oval nestled between the Wattle Glen railway 
station and the nearby Diamond Creek. Everyone had a wonderful time. While the adults gossiped 
after lunch, the children participated in the three-legged race, sack race and egg-and-spoon race.

The picnic ground was already in operation by 1926 when a carnival was held to celebrate the 
electrification of the railway. Methodist Church Sunday School picnics were held there in 1937 and 
1938. The Hurstbridge Advertiser said “A large can of ice cream was much appreciated by the 
children.” In 1940, a newspaper correspondent described it as “a good up-to-date picnic ground”.

The Wackett Brothers                        (continued from page 4)

Lawrence In his retirement was awarded many technical medals and wrote a number of books, 
but in 1970 he had a fall which left him an incomplete quadriplegic. This unfortunate incident gave 
him the opportunity to use his many skills to design improved equipment for himself and others in 
his situation. 

Sir Lawrence James Wackett KBE DFC AFC Retd., passed away on the 18 March 1982 at St 
Leonards in Sydney and was cremated. He was survived by his wife Letitia and daughter Arlette; 
their son Wilbur Lawrence having been lost in 1944 during World War Two whilst serving as a 
fighter pilot.

Air Vice Marshall Ellis Charles Wackett CB CBE Retd passed away at Warracknabeal, Victoria 
on the 3 August 1984, his wife having predeceased him at Greensborough in 1975. Ellis was 
cremated with Military Honours and is interred at Kangaroo Ground Cemetery (row 10, Lot 15) 
with his wife Judy, who was awarded The Order of the British Empire Member (Civil) in 1959 
for her work as the President of the Air Force Women’s Association. As a footnote on their 
grave the following is inscribed regarding Judy:

“She loved and lavishly fed all animals and birds: May you too.”

References:
The Third Brother, The Royal Australian Air Force 1921-39 by C.D. Coulthard-Clark
Tread Softly, You Tread on Dreams by Mick Woiwod
Fire in the Sky, The Australian Flying Corps in the First World War by Michael Molkentin
Australian Dictionary of Biographies
Ancestry
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Wattle Glen Picnic Ground pavilion - 2015

by Richard Pinn
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Picnic at Wattle Glen                (continued from page 5)

In 1966, Ron and Barbara Kirkbride took on the management of the picnic ground. By its heyday 
in the early 1970s, it had become a thriving operation boasting numerous improvements and 
enhancements. The pavilion housed a substantial 
kiosk as well as toilets and showers. There were
swings and slides for children. The oval had been 
upgraded for cricket and football matches. (The 
boundary between Diamond Valley and Eltham 
Shires went through the middle of the goal posts.) 

School classes were even held there briefly after 
there had been a fire at the school. Large group
bookings became so popular that often the general 
public were excluded. This led to the creation of a 
second smaller picnic ground (with its own pavilion) 
immediately to the north. There was even a 
proposal to include a caravan park, but this met 
with Council objection.

A significant event occurred in about 1972. One day 
the postmistress became fed up with her job and 
allegedly threw the letters into the street in a fit of 
exasperation. She was deemed unfit for work and 
the post office was closed forthwith (and with it the 
general store). 

The next day, Ron received a visit from an 
official from the Post Master General’s department. 
The conversation went something like this: 

    “We’d like you to take on the job of Wattle Glen postmaster”   
    “ When?” 
    “Immediately” 
    “But I don’t know anything about running a post office” 
    “We’ll give you a crash course” 

And so the picnic ground pavilion became a post office as well. But that wasn’t good enough. 
People were popping into the new post office wanting to buy milk etc. It wasn’t long before the 
picnic kiosk was upgraded to become a grocery store.

But a problem was looming. Access to the ground was by way of an informal level crossing 
located just at the Melbourne end of the station. Train drivers regarded the crossing as 
dangerous and Victorian Railways had been agitating to have it closed. This eventually 
occurred in late 1974 when the Kirkbrides sold the whole concern to a new proprietor.  
Access thereafter had to be via a long driveway off Wilson Rd. Sadly, the new venture was 
not successful and fell into rapid decline, with everything closing soon afterwards. Wattle 
Glen was now bereft of a post office and general store.

A new general store opened up in 1988 at the south-eastern corner of Peppers Paddock 
(a present-day picnic spot) and is going strong today. Incidentally, the original post office and 
store was located at the same intersection as this current general store, but on the diagonally 
opposite corner.     (Enormous thanks to Bill Lord and Ron Kirkbride for providing the information for this article.)
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The picnic ground in its heyday, c.1971
(Photo courtesy of Ron Kirkbride)
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Church group at the picnic ground, c.1955
(Photo courtesy of Bill Lord)
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Murray’s Land

Our Society has received a donation from Anne 
Hill of Ivanhoe comprising items from the collection 
of her late cousin, Peg Stephensen of Eltham. 
It includes photograph albums and newspaper 
cuttings and we are told there is more to come.

One item is a cutting of The Diamond Valley News 
from September 1992 featuring an interview with 
the late Jim Murray of Eltham North. In view of 
our recent excursion on the former Murray farm it 
was considered fitting to include the article here 
and it is repeated un-edited, despite some apparent 
lapses of memory by Jim about his ancestors.

Diamond Valley News – September 28 1992

Back when the land was theirs  - By Linley Hartley
Before Wattletree Road in Eltham North was a thoroughfare, it was a track on the Murrays’ land – 
a property that stretched for nearly 200 acres from Zig Zag Road across the creek to Ryans Road.
Jim Murray is the third generation of his family to live and work in the district. There was not a lot 
Jim wished to remember when I spoke with him, or perhaps he chose not to answer some of my 
questions. He wasn’t even prepared to tell me how old he was, although he did admit he 
remembered some of World War 1.

“My grandmother was a Sweeney” he told me. “She married a James Murray unknown in the area.”
But that James Murray went on to serve on the Eltham District Road Board before Eltham was a 
shire. Murray served a total of 15 years in three terms, two in the 1880s, one as chairman and one 
from 1916 to 1919. His grandson, Jim Murray, talks about a life balanced between working on the 
property, going to school and having enough social life to court and marry his late wife who died 20 
years ago. “I walked to school at Diamond Creek where I got my merit certificate, then my father 
made me go to Eltham Higher Elementary School. “In the early days we were driven to school in 
a pony and jinker.  But later there was so much work to do we had to walk”. One of two children, 
Jim is now the only survivor although he says there are Murray relatives all over Victoria.

His father was born in 1868. As a young man he went to the Kalgoorlie goldfields. Jim’s 
grandparents originally bought about 80 acres around Zig Zag Road and down to the Diamond 
Creek. They called the property Laurel Hill. Later the land across the creek and up to Ryan’s Road 
was added. To commute between the two sides of the creek, the Murrays built a bridge which 
has recently been upgraded by council workers. It is now used as a footbridge.

Before Wattletree Road was made, people needing to travel to Diamond Creek from Eltham 
went up Banks and Glen Park Roads cross to Ryans Road was made, people needing to travel to 
Diamond Creek from Eltham went up Banks and Glen Park Roads across to Ryans Road. Because 
Jim’s father allowed the butcher and baker to use his track, others began to do the same, but most 
forgot to close the gates after them. Even after the land was acquired for the road and the road was 
made, the Murrays maintained the land on both sides of the creek and both sides of the road but 
not as far back as Banks Road.

“The Glen Park Estate was known as the Cinderella of Heidelberg,” Jim recalled. “There were no 
roads, no water and you could shift old houses from East Melbourne out here”. “People walked to 
and from the station to go to work in Collingwood and Abbotsford.”
                 (continued on page 8)

Society members and guests recently at Murray’s wetland
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...and also
 
We are pleased that some newer members have been assisting at recent records workshops and 
we try to tailor tasks to suit. These can include filing, cataloguing, research projects and even 
“housekeeping” of our Local History Centre. You are most welcome to be involved and coming 
dates for records workshops are as follows:

 Tuesdays   7.30 pm           1st September       6th October
 Mondays   9.30 am            21st September     19th October

Our Society will once again participate in the Eltham Festival on Sunday 22nd November, due 
to assistance of the Rotary Club of Eltham, which will generously provide a marquee and other 
equipment necessary to set up our display. This is a preliminary advice to let members know we 
will need people to look after the display during the day, it is an easy task. Please advise Russell 
Yeoman if you are able to assist. We think those who did last year found it worthwhile meeting 
many people interested in our local history.....we also had a bit of fun together.

Contacts for the Eltham District Historical Society

 • Jim Connor, President – Telephone 0418 379 497
 • Russell Yeoman, Secretary – Telephone 9439 9717                                                                
 • David Johns, Treasurer / Membership Secretary – Telephone 9434 3357 

       We appreciate the financial support provided by 
          Nillumbik Shire Council and the 
         Eltham Community Craft and Produce Market 
                       Committee of Management           

  Printed by courtesy of Vicki Ward MP, State Member for Eltham

Murray’s Land                (continued from page 7)

Larry Brennan, Jim’s maternal grandfather, was the last proprietor of the Evelyn Arms Hotel which 
was on the road to Diamond Creek from Greensborough, about a kilometre back from Sutherland 
Homes. Jim still has a photograph of the hotel on the wall of his lounge room.

“My mother’s father and my dad were great mates. We had an orchard and a few cows we milked.  
We’d take the cream cans to the station and send them to the butter factory. Then they’d send the
empty cans back by train.”

Jim worked on the property with his father and later leased land in various parts of Eltham to 
run cattle. After the war he drove cattle trucks. Some years ago Jim was issued an Interim 
Development Order which prevented him from doing anything with his land but develop it. 
There was no chance of him cutting it into farmlets, so about six years ago he sold all but the 
five acres at the highest point on which his home stood.

Now Jim can see all the land he used to own, including the little bridge which replaced the one 
his father built. But instead of looking out on fruit trees and pasture, he looks over a sea of houses.
Not one to make a fuss about anything, he makes light of the demise of the family property.
But there are still a few fruit trees around his new cottage, a reminder of the way things were.
                                         From the Diamond Valley News – September 28 1992
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