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Gundamaian Cottage, built on the banks of the Hacking River 1906 and used by the Zoological 
Society until 1932. It was burnt to the ground in 1943. [Photo, 1937, Howard Stanley Collection]  
 
See page 13: ‘The Zoologists Hut in the Royal National Park’, by Greg Jackson & Pam Forbes 
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Photos from the Shire Museum 

During the Heritage Festival on Saturday, 20th April 

               
    Curator Ian Kolln showing a visitor the                        A visitor with the Sydney 2000 Olympics                          
          ballast from Cook’s Endeavour                                                    cauldron 

[Photos: Sue Burrell, 20th April.2024] 

 

 
Some SSHS volunteers chatting after the Volunteers BBQ at the Museum 

[Photo: Elizabeth Craig, 27th April, 2024] 
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SUTHERLAND SHIRE HISTORICAL SOCIETY 
 

THE SOCIETY 
The SSHS has a proud tradition stretching back more than half a century and is an entirely volunteer and not-for-
profit organisation. Over the years the Society has taken on the responsibility of recording and preserving local 
history so that Shire residents can learn more about our past. 

 
WRITING FOR THE BULLETIN 

Since its beginning, the Society has fostered the skills of local writers and their work is recorded in the Bulletin – 
copies of which can be accessed on our website: www.shirehistory.org or for issues up to end 2020, at Sutherland 
Library - Local Studies. Members and non-members are invited to submit material for future editions and although 
we give local history priority, we are happy to accept stories on Australian history generally. We ask that you quote 
your sources and acknowledge any material used as well as obtaining permission from authors. Any enquiries 
contact the Editor:  Elizabeth Craig at elizabeth.craig@y7mail.com or phone 0491 096 642. 
 

Digital copies of the Sutherland Shire Historical Society Inc Bulletin are emailed to all Society members with online 
access. Print copies can be purchased at $5.00 each. Digital copies are also emailed to all Shire council libraries, 
the Mayor, Shire General Manager, all Councillors, local politicians, the Royal Australian Historical Society, National 
Trust of NSW, NSW State Library, National Library of Australia, University of Sydney, University of NSW, 
neighbouring local history societies, Shire high school libraries and some local businesses. Issues from September 
1966 are also posted on the SSHS website: www.shirehistory.org  

COPYRIGHT 

Copyright for material appearing in this publication remains the property of the individual writers and, apart from 
any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright 
Act, no part may be reproduced by any process without the written permission of the author. All enquiries should 
be made to the Secretary. 

REGISTRATION 

SSHS BULLETIN – ISSN 1444-2930 (from February 2000); ISSN 2652-4000 (ONLINE) (from May 2019) 
Society publications are registered with the National Library of Australia in accordance with International Standard 
Serial Numbering and have an ISSN or ISBN number.  
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SUTHERLAND SHIRE HISTORICAL SOCIETY MEETINGS 
Monthly meetings are held on the THIRD Saturday of each month at 1.30 pm (except December) – at Stapleton 
Centre, 3A Stapleton Avenue, Sutherland (near the library). We welcome visitors to hear our guest speakers, mix 
with local history enthusiasts and share afternoon tea and a chat. Although Covid-19 restrictions have been lifted, 
Covid is still a concern. Please do not attend a meeting if you are unwell, and wear a mask if unsure. 

+ 

 

SUTHERLAND SHIRE MUSEUM 
Our Museum at 88 Venetia Street, Sylvania is open for visitors. Opening hours are:  
Tuesdays, 12.00 – 4.00pm, Thursdays 9.30am – 1.30pm, Saturdays 9.00 – 1.00pm. Entry is $5. To organise a 
group visit, please email Sue Burrell, our Visitor Services Manager at shiremuseumvisitors@gmail.com 
 

DONATING MATERIAL: If you have items of historical significance to Sutherland Shire such as artefacts, documents 
or photographs, that you wish to donate or lend to the Museum, please contact us at shirehistory@gmail.com. While 
we welcome such items, we have very limited space and have to adhere to our acquisitions policy which dictates 
what sort of items we can accept. If you do not wish to part with original items, we would welcome copies of 
documents and photographs. Temporary loans for specific periods for suitable items are also welcome. Cash 
donations and sponsorship assist us to improve the museum and perhaps you can keep the museum in mind when 
planning your estate.  

+ 

 

CONTACTING THE SOCIETY 
All correspondence and membership enquiries should be addressed to The Honorary Secretary,  

Sutherland Shire Historical Society, 88 Venetia Street, Sylvania NSW 2224  

Alternatively, email us at shirehistory@gmail.com; or phone us on 0424 600 150 
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SOCIETY EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE: 2023-2024 

                                                                   ELECTED MEMBERS 
 

PATRON:  Shire Mayor, Clr Carmelo Pesce 

 
PRESIDENT Pauline Curby 

VICE PRESIDENT Vacant 

SECRETARY/PUBLIC OFFICER Elizabeth Craig 

TREASURER John Doherty 

  
COMMITTEE MEMBERS: Creo Moore 

 Kim Hatherly 
 Ian Kolln  

 

                       APPOINTED POSITIONS  
 

  

MUSEUM CURATOR Ian Kolln 

MUSEUM VISITORS SERVICES MANAGER Sue Burrell 
shiremuseumvisitors@gmail.com 

MUSEUM OFFICE MANAGER Creo Moore 

MUSEUM GROUNDS MANAGER Kevin Curby 

BULLETIN EDITOR Elizabeth Craig 

BULLETIN   PROOF READER Claudia Dixon 

ONLINE ADMINISTRATOR Creo Moore 

PUBLICATIONS EDITOR Elizabeth Craig 

PUBLICITY OFFICER FACEBOOK Creo Moore 

ARCHIVIST Carol McDonald 

GRANTS OFFICER John Doherty 

EXCURSIONS OFFICERS Greg Jackson, Christine Edney  
DATABASE MANAGER Bruce Edney 

SS HERITAGE FESTIVAL COMMITTEE REP Elizabeth Craig 

WELFARE OFFICER Mary Small 

AFTERNOON TEA COORDINATOR Deborah Burton 

HONORARY SOLICITOR Michael Solari 

 

To contact a Committee member or office bearer, email or phone us: 

Email:  shirehistory@gmail.com, or for Museum visits: 

shiremuseumvisitors@gmail.com 

Phone: 0424 600 150 (leave a message) 

Your message or email will be forwarded on to the appropriate person, who will contact 
you directly. 
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SSHS CALENDAR:  JUNE - AUGUST 2024 
(See website: www.shirehistory.org for updates) 

 

SSHS MEETING - normally held at 1.30pm, 3rd Saturday in the month                                     
 at the Stapleton Centre, Sutherland (except December)                                      

                                                                                          
Sutherland Shire Museum at 88 Venetia St., Sylvania is open: 

 Tuesdays 12.00 – 4.00pm 
Thursdays, 9.30am-1.30pm and Saturdays, 9.00am – 1.00pm 

For enquiries re Museum visits email shiremuseumvisitors@gmail.com  

DATE 
June 2024 Sun 

9th 
EXCURSION: Led by archaeologists, Greg Jackson and Pam 
Forbes to Fosters Flat in Royal National Park to see remains of a 
sawmill (c.1903  ̶  c.1922) and the Zoologists’ Hut (1924  ̶ 1943). 
Meet at 10.00am at Loftus Oval before driving to McKell Avenue. 
The walk is about 900m long, mostly on a good track through the 
forest.  Phone Greg on 0450 615 104 if you wish to attend. (See 
map and more details on page 16.) 

Sat 
15th 

SPEAKER: Robert Mills from the NSW Postcards Collectors 
Society, will showcase the Shire in postcards. 

July 2024 Sat 
20th  

SPEAKER: Wal Walker will discuss his 2023 book, The Squatters’ 
Grab - where it all went wrong. Despite British orders that the 
Colonial Governors were obliged to protect the lives of the 
indigenous Australians, they and successive governments failed to 
do so, leading to dispossession and murder. Writing of the 
experiences of squatters, settlers and Aboriginals, Walker seeks to 
explain how it all went so wrong. 

August 2024 Sat 
17th  
 

 

 SPEAKER:  To be announced. 

Please note that for insurance purposes only SSHS members can attend 
excursions. 
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PRESIDENT’S REPORT 

PAULINE CURBY 

Recently,  the SSHS 
committee had to 
amend some of our 
documents. Treasurer 
John Doherty and 
Secretary Elizabeth 
Craig have worked on 
updating the business 
plan and Elizabeth 
has revised SSHS’s 

constitution. This documentation will be 
circulated before our AGM. 

In late March we submitted an application to 
Sutherland Shire Council, through the 
Community Grants program for the 
construction of an outdoor wet weather area. 
The proposed pergola, to be constructed on 
the Venetia Street (south) side of the building, 
will be used as a marshalling area for groups 
visiting the museum. It will be useful for schools 
especially in inclement weather, as there is 
limited room in the Museum for gathering 
groups together. It can also serve as an area 
to provide morning tea for groups such as 
Probus, and for social functions and book 
launches. Such a structure will allow SSHS to 
expand and add value to the historical services 
we provide for the community. Results of the 
grant application will be known in July. We 
hope for a favourable result. 

On Thursday evening, 18th April Elizabeth 
Craig, Ian Kolln and I attended the Heritage 
Festival launch at the headquarters of Botany 
Bay Family History Society in Gannons Road 
Caringbah. Member for Cronulla and 
opposition leader Mark Speakman launched 
the event. A number of councillors were 
present as well as representatives of the 
various organisations who are part of the 
Sutherland Shire Citizens Heritage Festival 
Committee. Thank you to Elizabeth for 
representing the Society on this committee.  

On 20th April we held an open day at the 
Museum as part of the Heritage Festival, the 

theme of which was ‘Connections’. Even 
though there was a steady flow of visitors the 
cold drizzly weather was a deterrent. Museum 
Visitor Services Manager, Sue Burrell did a 
sterling job organising the day and remained 
on duty with her helpers all day. 

At the meeting that afternoon our guest 
speaker, retired academic and historian 
Douglas Newton, gave a talk about his book, 
Private Ryan and the Lost Peace, a Defiant 
Soldier and the Struggle Against the Great 
War.  Described as ‘thoughtful and eloquent’, 
this book tells the story of a rebellious 
Australian soldier, Private Edward James 
Ryan, and his demand for a negotiated peace 
in the midst of the Great War. Douglas had our 
undivided attention as he wove Ryan’s 
personal story within the wider historical 
context. (See a review of his book on page 29.) 

I represented the Society at the annual Meeting 
of Two Cultures ceremony at Kurnell on 29th 
April. This was a moving event with glorious 
autumn weather, very much as it was 154 
years ago when the Endeavour sailed into 
Kamay Botany Bay. It began with a 
performance by the Gamay Dancers, followed 
by speeches from dignitaries, including Uncle 
Lloyd Walker, deputy chair of the La Perouse 
Local Aboriginal Land Council. SSHS member 
Bruce Howell gave the final speech, a poignant 
reflection on ‘the view from the shore’. He 
painted a moving picture of the quiet activities 
going on around the Bay that day as the 
Gweagal people fished from bark canoes, 
collected shellfish from the shore and ‘did 
grandparent duty’ looking after little kids.  

The recent ceremony at Trinity College, 
Cambridge at which the four Gweagal spears 
were handed back to representatives of the 
descendants of the people who witnessed the 
arrival of the Endeavour is an historic event all 
SSHS members will applaud. Hopefully other 
stolen Aboriginal artifacts will be returned in the 
years to come. 
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FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK 

ELIZABETH CRAIG 

Thank you once again to our regular 
contributors to the Bulletin, Greg Jackson & 
Pam Forbes, George Cotis and Laurie 
Burgess. All of these writers give us valuable 
thoroughly researched and referenced 
articles on the history of our Shire, and I am 
proud to publish them in the Bulletin. 

What’s your story? 
What we are missing though, are personal 
recollections of what it was like to live in the 
Shire in earlier times - our social history. It 
doesn’t even have to be that long ago. Our 
lifestyle, the local landscape and work 
environment is changing all the time with 
advances in technology, changing politics, 
population changes and the recent advent of 

social media.  The Bulletin is a perfect 
medium to record how things used to be. 

I am thinking of re-introducing a series on 
‘Meet the Member’, where a SSHS member 
either writes the story of their life for 
publication in the Bulletin, or tells it in an 
interview.  I would edit it to fit in with the 
Bulletin format, but would never publish the 
story without your approval.  Photos would 
be a huge asset too. Let me know at 
elizabeth.craig@y7mail.com if you are 
interested in having your story published. 

Meanwhile, suburban histories have not 
been forgotten, and we hope to have the first 
up and running in a few months. 

 
 

 
SSHS excursionists at the Blackfish cafe at Como Pleasure Grounds on Friday, 3rd May 

 [Photo P. Forbes] 

(Excursion report next page)   
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EXCURSION TO COMO PLEASURE GROUNDS 

GREG JACKSON 

On Friday, 3rd May Greg Jackson and Pam Forbes led an excursion to Como for the SSHS. Only 
eight hardy souls participated, but despite threats the rain did not eventuate. We were joined by 
three members of the Menai Wildflower Group who had also been invited. 

The Como Pleasure Grounds were built adjacent to the Como railway station in about 1900, some 
years after the train line crossed the Georges River in 1883. Although legend says James Murphy, 
manager of the Holt Estate, established the pleasure grounds and the boatshed, recent research 
by historian Kim Hatherly reveals that it was his brother John who developed and ran both until 
his death in 1912. James Murphy returned from a visit to England in 1914 to oversee operation 
of the grounds and boatshed. The grounds had a promenade around the water's edge and a 
series of terraces led to a rocky knoll which provided commanding views of both the Georges and 
Woronora Rivers. In 1940 the Pleasure Grounds were purchased by the Sutherland Shire Council 
and became parkland for the shire’s residents. Much remains, including Murphy’s Boatshed and 
shop, the original rocky knoll, called Mount Como by the locals, and the latest iteration of the 
historic Como Pub. 

 
Murphy’s Boatshed Como c1912 [Source: SSL Local Studies] 

On our walk we circumnavigated the current park and scaled Mount Como before morning tea at 
the café. This provided time for an interesting discussion of historic topics. Then the group 
enjoyed the walk across the old Como bridge with fine views down river.  With the aid of historic 
photos, the group could imagine the scene when Como was a recreation centre and boating hub 
for the many other beauty spots on the river.  

Reference: Kim Hatherly, Murphys Lore: unravelling the myths around James Murphy, his brothers, 
the Holt-Sutherland Company and early Como, 2023 
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THE CASE TO RENAME PORT HACKING 
 

GEORGE COTIS  
 
Port Hacking is named after Henry Hacking (1750–1831). His name is believed to have been 
given to this estuary after the visit by Bass and Flinders in 1796. Here I will describe how the 
estuary came to be named for Hacking, and argue the case to change the name to one that more 
appropriately reflects the history. 
 

Henry Hacking first arrived in New South Wales as quartermaster of the Sirius in 1788. He 
returned to England, and arrived again in Sydney in the Royal Admiral in 1792. He was tasked 
on several exploratory missions, and in 1803 as official pilot at Port Jackson.  

Hacking fell foul of the law more than once: 

∑ In October 1799 he was convicted of perjury and sentenced to be transported to Norfolk 
Island for three years, but received an absolute pardon. 
 

∑ In November 1803 he was found guilty of stealing naval stores from the Investigator and 
sentenced to death, but was reprieved on condition that he be transported for seven years 
to Van Diemen's Land, though it was less than six months since he had been pardoned 
after being condemned to death and reprieved for shooting and wounding a woman.  

 

Hacking saw his last years out in Tasmania, having served some good purpose there, he lapsed 
and in 1816 he was granted a pension of half his salary by Governor Lachlan Macquarie who 
nevertheless described him as, 'useless as a Pilot from Drunkenness and other infirmities', he 
was granted a pension of half his salary.1 He died in Hobart on 21 July 1831, aged 81.  
 

However, from the several historical works on the topic, it is not clear that Henry Hacking had any 
personal connection with Port Hacking, so how did Port Hacking come to be named after him? 
 

Merle Kavanagh authored Sutherland Shire Place Names entry for Port Hacking: 

Port Hacking  
According to an entry recorded in Matthew Flinders’ journal on 30 March 1796, he named 
Port Hacking after Henry Hacking: It having been a pilot named Hacking from whom the 
first information of it had been received, it was named after him: by the natives it is called 
Deeban. (Matthew Flinders, A voyage to Terra Australis, ed. Keith Bowden, Pall Mall, 
London, 1814, p.ci.).  

This was confirmed six years later, when a map was published in London on 1 May 1802 
with the words Port Hacking shown on an inlet in the coast south of Botany Bay (Chart of 
the three harbours of Botany Bay, Port Jackson, and Broken Bay, shewing [sic] the ground 
cultivated by the colonists, with the courses of the rivers Hawkesbury, Nepean, &c. &c. 
National Library MAP RM 4079).  

From the early years of the 1800s similar sounding names were also in use for the 
waterway, which did lead to later claims that it had been named after a different person or 
persons known to be in the Colony and acquainted with Flinders. It was also quite common 
in early Government notices and newspaper reports to refer to Port Hacking as ‘Port 
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Hacking River’. The name Port Hacking nonetheless continued to be used and is now the 
only adopted name. 

 

In her article Port Hacking or Port Aiken, Merle Kavanagh writes ‘Flinders had been told by Henry 
Hacking, the pilot, that he had met with this ‘river’ southward of Botany Bay, on his kangaroo 
hunting excursions.’ 
 

Kavanagh has also written: ‘However, he (Henry Hacking) was said to have been on a kangaroo 
hunting excursion when he discovered the existence of the port that would bear his name, 
although the actual event appears not to have been recorded and there appears to be some 
doubt as to whether Hacking actually saw the river mouth or if friendly natives told him of its 
existence.’  
 

Historian Frank Cridland: ‘Whether Hacking actually saw the bay, or whether friendly Botany Bay 
blacks informed him of its existence, is a matter of conjecture.’  
 

Drawing from the story of Henry Hacking and Port Hacking, there is in my view a strong case for 
the change in name from Port Hacking to Deeban.  In short, I see the case as: 
 

∑ Port Hacking never was, nor can it ever be a ‘port’ in the accepted sense, and Matthew 
Flinders observed that in 1796 the estuary was well ignored except for small craft 
exploiting shell grit and timber until later in the 19th century when it became used for 
recreation. 

 

∑ Second, it is clear that at the time of the first visits to Port Hacking, there was a vibrant 
indigenous population. (Later, at the time of serious settlement around Port Hacking there 
is scant mention of an Aboriginal presence, events since settlement having taken their 
toll). The local people had a name for the place: ‘Deeban’ or ‘Djeeban’ (depending on the 
transliteration). 

 

∑ Third, the connection of Henry Hacking with the place is at best tenuous and that this 
estuary bears the name ‘Port Hacking’ misrepresents connection with Hacking. 

 

∑ Finally, Henry Hacking fell into considerable disrepute and foul of the law. Given the 
tenuous link with the place, that Hacking’s name took precedence over the traditional 
name further adds to the disrespect of the history of the first people and their harmony 
with the natural beauty of the place.  

 

There is another element concerning the application of the name ‘Deeban’ within the estuary. 
Over time, there has been some confusion in the application of the name or term ‘Deeban Spit’. 
Additionally, a significant part of the estuary’s marine delta and habitat lies in the unnamed tidal 
shoals between Constables Point, Maianbar, and Costens Point to the west. Given the 
environmental importance and geographic significance of these shoals, they need a name. I 
propose the total area be named the ‘Deeban Shoals’. 
 
In Summary: my proposal is that  

1. The estuary Port Hacking be changed to ‘Deeban Port Hacking’, which would follow 
the now accepted practice in renaming which acknowledges traditional occupation as 
well as the current name. Such changes are happening all over Australia and New 
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Zealand and have general acceptance. Further, the Sutherland Shire has widely 
applied the use of traditional names, with explanations available to their meaning.  

 
2. To give a formal name of ‘Deeban Shoals’ to the un-named intertidal shoals between 

Simpsons Bay and Costens Point to the west. 
 
Impacts. The names of existing places within the estuary – the bays, inlets, creeks and suburbs 
of and around the estuary would remain.  All that would change is the replacement of the name 
Port Hacking, as I have stated above. Social acceptance is difficult to judge. There has been a 
growing number of re-namings across the nation, from colonial names to local indigenous names. 
Generally, these have had a bi-nomial renaming but it is important to note that over time, the 
colonial name drops off in common usage.  
 
  
References:  
Pauline Curby, ‘Bass and Flinders in Port Hacking’, SSHS Bulletin, May 2014 
Merle Kavanagh, ‘Henry Hacking’, SSHS Bulletin, May 2014 
Merle Kavanagh, ‘Port Hacking or Port Aiken’, Doryanthes, Volume 1, Number 2, 2008  
Frank Cridland, The story of Port Hacking, Cronulla and Sutherland Shire, 1924 
Gerry P Walsh, Australian Dictionary of Biography, Vol 1, 1788-1850, 1966  
(https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/hacking-henry-2140) 

1 Australian Dictionary of Biography, Vol.1 1788-1850 p. 498 
 

 
Location of Port Hacking [Source: NSW Govt. SIX Maps] 

                                            



11 
 

THE ACCLIMATISATION SOCIETY 

AND THE ROYAL NATIONAL PARK 

GREG JACKSON 
We are continually dismayed by the problems caused by the past introduction of foreign flora and 
fauna: species such as lantana, prickly pear, foxes, and rabbits. While some of these were 
accidental the majority were deliberately introduced by well-meaning but misguided persons. 
What is not so well known is that a learned society known as the ‘Acclimatisation Society’ existed 
with the stated aim of introducing foreign species into Australia, and that the Royal National Park 
Trustees actively encouraged their efforts.   

The first Acclimatisation Society was formed in Paris 1854,1 and set about introducing exotic 
species into French colonies. Rewards, in the form of medals, were offered for anyone in the 
colonies to establish breeding animals. In 1860 the Acclimatisation Society was formally founded 
in London and on the 26 February 1861 the Illawarra Mercury noted the ‘success’ of the Society 
in introducing a whole plethora of exotic animals including goats, camels, several types of deer, 
peafowl, pheasant, swans, starlings, several types of ducks, carp and linnet into Australia. 
Fortunately, many of these exotic species did not thrive in Australia conditions.  

In 1879, when the Royal National Park was founded eleven park trustees were appointed, 
including John Lucas2, John Robertson, and the convenor of the Zoological Society, Walter 
Bradley, with the local Acclimatisation Society having changed its name to the Zoological Society 
of NSW.3 As Pettigrew and Lyons argue, one of the primary reasons for the founding of one of 
the world’s first national parks was the need to provide land for the acclimatisation of foreign 
animals.4 The NSW government of Henry Parkes strongly approved of the aims of the Zoological 
Society of New South Wales with the policy of importing and acclimatising exotic species 
embedded in the parks bureaucracy from the beginning.5 These eleven trustees regarded 
‘beautification’ and ‘improvement’ as high on their list of priorities for the park. 

 
Image 1: Feral deer eating mangrove in the Royal National Park 6 
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To devotees of acclimatisation ‘beautification’ meant introduction of exotic species to the park, 
and by 1886 the Trustees had acquired seven fallow deer, some white angora goats, and five 
valuable red deer through donation.7 According to the 1893 Guide, they thrived and rapidly 
multiplied. This was only a beginning with more deer being purchased. A peninsula on the 
Hacking River was enclosed with a fence for a Deer Park but the deer had other plans. They 
broke free from their bounds and roam the park in large numbers to this day. The angora goats 
seem thankfully to have disappeared without trace. Many other exotics species were introduced 
to the park, including trout and perch into the Hacking River. 

We can be thankful that things are not far worse. The Bendigo Advertiser reported on 7th August 
1861, that it was the intention of the Acclimatisation Society to import breeding pairs of gorillas, 
tigers, hyenas, rattlesnakes, boa constrictors and several skunks. How these potentially 
dangerous animals would benefit Australia was not explained. The Canberra Times reported on 
the 23rd April 1886 that in a lecture given in Melbourne in 1862, an acclimatisation zealot, Dr 
George Bennett suggested introducing no less than 230 species of foreign birds. He also 
recommended the introduction of yaks from Tibet, giraffes, springbok and gnu. The monetary 
cost of bringing breeding herds to Australia seems to have been the main factor in limiting the 
damage that was done. Surviving well into the twentieth century the Society gradually 
concentrated on the state’s freshwater fish species.  

The last mention in the newspapers concerning the Acclimatisation Society was in 1995 about 
the Monaro branch concerning development on Lake Eucumbene’s shores.8 While the 
Acclimatisation Society had retained its name in Victoria, in the Royal National Park it became 
the Zoological Society in 1879 (later the Royal Zoological Society) and gradually changed its aims 
from introducing ecological disastrous and dangerous species into NSW to a mission of study 
and conservation of Australia's unique native fauna.9  

Although this bizarre behaviour can be seen as homesickness for the birds and other animals of 
Europe, to modern ecologists the attitude of these educated Victorian men seems quite arrogant. 
Particularly incomprehensible is the attitude of the Royal National Parks Trustees in colluding 
with the Acclimatisation/Zoological Society to ‘improve’ on nature.  

1 Lunney D. 2014, Integrating History and Ecological Thinking: Royal National Park in Historical 
Perspective, p.157 (https://openjournals.library.sydney.edu.au/index.php/LIN/article/view/7793/7954) 
2 John Lucas was the son of John Lucas snr, (AKA ‘John-the-miller’), builder, and owner of the Woronora 
Mill (1825) and the Brisbane Mill (1822) in the Georges River basin. 
3 Australian Zoologist, Vol 28 (1-4), December 1992 
4 Pettigrew, C., and Lyons, M. (1979). Royal National Park: a history in ‘Australia’s 100 Years of National 
Parks’. (N.S.W. National Parks and Wildlife Service, Sydney, NSW). As reported in Lunney 2014, p. 159 
5 Lunney D. op.cit, p.159  
6 Bundeena Info, Bundeena and Royal National Park Visitors Guide  
https://bundeenainfo.com/deer-impact-royal-national-park-mangroves/ 
7 Elwell, T. 1893. An Official Guide to the National Park of New South Wales; with map denoting roads, 
Port Hacking River, and Port Hacking, creeks, brooks and interesting localities, specially prepared views 
of picturesque scenery, and a general index. Page 13, Published by authority of the Trustees’ (Sydney: 
Charles Potter, Government Printer). As reported by Lunney 2014, page 163  
8 The Canberra Times, 28 September 1995 
9 Dictionary of Sydney, ‘Royal Zoological Society of NSW’, NSW State Library, 
https://dictionaryofSydney.org/organisation/royal_zoological_society-of-new-south-wales 
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THE ZOOLOGISTS’ HUT IN THE ROYAL NATIONAL PARK 

    GREG JACKSON and PAM FORBES 

Archaeology is mostly half-truths and lies said with conviction. Anon. 

Introduction 
At the southern end of the Royal National Park a small cabin, variously called the ‘Zoologists’ Hut’, 
the ‘Scientists’ Hut’ or the ‘Bird Hut’, was built in 1924 as the field station for professional and 
amateur scientists working on the park’s flora and fauna.1  The hut was vandalised and abandoned 
during World War II. 2  This article looks at its history and its remains.  

Gundamaian Cottage (see front cover) was initially built in 1906 by trustees of the Royal National 
Park and used for scientific purposes by the Zoological Society until 1932. The cottage was 
destroyed by fire in September 1961.3 

Then in 1924 a hut known as the ‘Zoologists’ Hut’ was built near the confluence of the Hacking 
River and Waterfall Creek, not far from McKell Avenue. This hut, shown in Image 1 below, was 
given by the park trustees for the exclusive use of the Zoological Society, and they did so until 
1941.4  Visitors to the hut used it as a base for scientific studies, birdwatching and the education 
of local students and overseas visitors. Ground breaking research was conducted into the habits 
of the satin bowerbird and these studies were published in overseas journals attracting worldwide 
interest. The Society also reported to the Trust on the status of other birds such as the Lyre Bird. 
The hut met an ignominious end, when during World War II it was raided by thieves who stole 
much of its furniture and fabric, including locks, weatherboards and windows. As a result, it was 
abandoned with plans to construct a more permanent building when the war was over.5 Given the 
proximity of the cabin to McKell Avenue the thieves could be anyone with a truck  looking to improve 
their building during a time when the availability of building material was limited by the war. 

 

Image 1: The Zoologists’ Hut (also known as ‘The Scientists’ Hut’ and ‘The Bird Hut’.  
[Photo undated, but note the car on the extreme right.] 6 
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Image 2: The NSW Governor, Sir Philip Game, at the Zoologists Hut 1931  
[Sydney Mail, 21st January 1931, p.13] 

The caption in the Sydney Mail reads:  

The State Governor (Sir Philip Game) at the Bird Hut in National Park. His Excellency spent the 
weekend with a party of scouts and other bird-lovers and participated in several tramps through the 
bush observing the habits of native birds. In the above picture his Excellency is sitting near the edge 
of the veranda at the bird hut.  

The Hut 
Not much is known about the hut. It consisted of two rooms of unknown size. Images 1 and 2 
suggest weatherboard construction on stone piers with a galvanised steel roof and a fireplace to 
provide warmth and cooking facilities. It is located only 20 metres from idyllic, perennial Waterfall 
Creek which would have provided drinking and washing water. Its visitors would probably have 
been troubled by mosquitoes and leeches (modern archaeologists certainly were) but its location 
in a mature rainforest on the edge of a clearing would be ideal for ornithological investigations. 
Image 6 shows its location. 

Archaeological Evidence  
The hut was built just after the sawmill’s closure and on the site of the sawmill.7 There would be a 
considerable amount of building material about, especially timber. Indeed, the hut may have been 
a reused sawmill building. 

Little is left of the Zoologists’ Hut. The remains of three of its stone footings, approximately 400 x 
400 mm, were located, and one is shown in Image 3. These footings, visible in Image 1, form a 
right-angle triangle but are not sufficient to determine the size or orientation of the hut. They are 
undressed sandstone blocks, roughly rectangular. A small piece of window glass, one millimetre 
thick, was located along with a large ferrous bolt and is also shown in Image 3. These items may 
have come from sawmill buildings. A tumble of rock, shown in Image 4 at the northern end of the 
hut site, is probably the remains of the fireplace and the chimney which is also visible in Image 1. 
An excavation would undoubtedly uncover more features and artefacts. 
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Image 3: One of the three huts’ stone footings           Image 4: Rocks at the northern end of the hut.  
located with a large bolt and a small piece of              Possibly a chimney and fire place tumble. 
thin window glass.                                  [Photos: G. Jackson] 

 

 
Image 5: Site plan showing Zoologists Hut (Scientists Hut) and sawmill remains at Fosters Flat. 
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Conclusion 
Although little remains, this hut was once an important scientific research station providing 
valuable data about our unique bird life. It existed at a time when the Royal National Park Trustees 
considered it more than a place for recreation but also a research institution that actively 
encouraged citizen scientists to study nature.  

The authors would like to thank National Park Association members John Arney, Gary Schoer 
and Ken Griffiths for their help in locating the hut remains and sharing their research on its 
history.  
 
* The Howard Stanley Collection: This is a collection of around 90 black and white photographs 
of the Royal National Park taken between 1885 and 1975 by Howard Stanley, a career public 
servant, who started as a junior clerk in the Police Department around 1930 and retired as 
Assistant Director, National Parks and Wildlife Service in 1971. 

The original photographs are held at the Royal National Park office. A digital copy is held at the 
Sutherland Shire Historical Societies Museum, Venetia Street, Sylvania and in the Local Studies 
Collection, Sutherland Library. 

1 Mosley Dr G, 2012, The First Natural Park: A Natural for World Heritage, p. 44, Published by Sutherland 
Shire Environment Centre [https://ssec.org.au/firstnationalpark/First%20National%20Park.pdf]  
2 Proceedings of the Zoological Society of NSW, 1943 – 44, p. 2 
[https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/119540#page/3/mode/1up] 
3 Image RNPO79, Gundamaian Cottage, Howard Stanley Collection* 
4 Image RNP068, Scientists Cabin (Hut). Erected in 1924 and destroyed by vandalism in 1943. From the 
Howard Stanley Collection*. 
5 Proceedings of The Zoological Society of NSW, op.cit 
6 Image RNP068, Howard Stanley Collection*. 
7 Carrick J., History of the Royal National Park 1879   ̶ 2017, p. 76. Published Austinmer, NSW. The 
sawmill was closed in 1922 and removed in 1930. The hut was built in 1924 

______________________________________________________ 
 

EXCURSION TO FOSTERS FLAT IN ROYAL NATIONAL PARK 

Planned for Sunday, 9th June 2024 

GREG JACKSON 

Archaeologists Pam Forbes and Greg Jackson will lead an excursion to the remains of the sawmill 
(c1903 - c1922) and the Scientists’ Hut (also known as the Zoologists Hut) (1924 – 1943) on 
Fosters Flat on Sunday, 9th June. (This excursion, originally planned for a weekday in September 
last year, was postponed due to the closure of McKell Avenue during weekdays.) 

We will meet 10:00 at Loftus Oval before driving to McKell Avenue (see map over the page). The 
walk is about 900m long, mostly on a good track through rainforest, and hopefully the leaches will 
be gone! 
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Fosters Flat, just off McKell Avenue contains 
archaeological remains of a sawmill operating in the 
early twentieth century including the sawmill boiler.  

 
  

 

 
Archaeologist Dr Brad Duncan inspecting the Robey 
boiler used to power a sawmill in the Royal National 
Park.  [Photo: Greg Jackson]   

 
This sawmill was operated by James Foster of Waterfall around 1903. It was powered by a Robey 
18hp semi portable engine. Beside the boiler are the remains of a timber lined pit for the circular 
saw blade and there are, no doubt, other structures in the nearby bush. James Foster owned 
both a bullock team and eight heavy draught horses and these would have been used to install 
the sawmill and move both timber and lumber to and from the mill.  
 

This area still abounds in durable hardwoods, turpentines (Syncarpia glomulifera) and blackbutts 
(Eucalyptus pilularis), and these quality hardwoods would have been logged extensively with the 
surrounding woodland containing evidence of this extensive logging. This sawmill was still 
operating in 1922, providing sawn lumber for the Metropolitan Coal Company before being closed 
by public pressure.  
 

The Zoologists’ Hut (also known as the Scientists’ Hut) was built on the sawmill site in 1924 and 
used by the Royal Zoologists Society to study the habits of birds, notably the satin bower bird. 
 
 

 
 
Phone Greg Jackson on 0450 615 104 if you would like to join the excursion on Sunday, 9th 
June. 
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The following newspaper article was supplied by SSHS member, Kim Hatherly. She explains: John 
Paton (1843-1933) lived at ‘The Towers’, a 6-acre property on Kingsway (now occupied by Port 
Hacking High School). John and his wife Charlotte came to Miranda from the Hunter Valley in the 
1890s and were founding members of St Luke’s Anglican church. Shire Clerk John Macfarlane 
considered John Paton one of the most significant early figures in Miranda’s history.  

IF WINTER COMES 

The Man Who Is Not Afraid  

STILL A YOUTH AT 79 

(From the Sun Newspaper, 15th October 1922) 
 

There is a little house back from the road in Miranda, lost in flowers and shrubs and 
overlooking a long wavy meadow. It is a humble little house, but in it an old man finds as 

much contentment as a King does in his palace. And some say more. 

JOHN PATON is 79 years old — and he is proud of it. He looks barely 60. He is as happy as the 
day is long. There are no cares for him; no worries. He has solved the problem of finding real 
contentment in the sequel years of life as if they were the prologue; and if winter comes — why 
let it; he has nothing to fear. For isn’t there his lathe; his tools! Isn't there his Hobbies. 
 

For John Paton is a man with a hobby. In that little house he has a lathe, an engine to supply the 
power, and tools enough to stock the largest engineers' shop. The lathe he made himself. He 
made his own patterns, and then put the finishing face to the metal. So true he made it, it is 
accurate to a hundredth part of an inch. He values that lathe at £175 — and he is a conservative 
valuator.  
 

The engine — a little high-speed petrol motor — he also made himself. From his blocks of metal 
he bored his two little cylinders out, and on his lathe he turned the parts. That engine is finished 
as few shop engines are. There is ‘face’ to every square inch of metal shown, and the steel shines 
in a way that is more than beautiful to the eyes of the real engineer. The gears he also cut himself 
with a gear-cutting attachment (home-made too) that he fits on to the lathe.  
 

There may be more complete workshops, but none so self-contained as the metal paradise that 
John Paton has built around himself. He is independent of the outside world. The coal miners 
may strike, the trains stop running, the very surf may cease booming on the golden sands of 
Cronulla that he sees in the distance, but his engine will buzz along always, and his lathe will turn 
to whatever speed he wants it. For his little house is the pivot of his universe, and if his universe 
ceases to revolve he would still go on sublimely unaware of the fact that he was the only one that 
was going.  
 

He has made wonderful things with this lathe and engine. Dynamos and electric motors he has 
turned out for his own pleasure, and it would puzzle the expert to know how such perfect little 
machines could be made anywhere outside the best-appointed factories in the country. 

Burns Midnight Oil No Longer 
All day long he works; when the sun goes down he closes his tool box and rests. Time was not 
so very long ago, when the puff-puff-puffing of his little engine split the night air till well after 
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midnight and the yellow glow of his oil lamp was a lighthouse to the weary on the road, going 
home late. But that was when he was working in the city. Then he had to work of nights because 
he wasn’t home in the daytime. But last March he retired from business, and now he burns the 
midnight oil no longer. So his well-balanced wheels rest in the nights, but in the day they make 
up for it. And their humming and their whirring are lost in the day sounds of the little village. 
 

He has also made gramophones. They are works of art — cabinet gramophones with a tone that 
equals the highest-priced instruments you may find in the Sydney shops. He has three or four of 
them in his house, and having plenty of time on his hands, he has allowed his imagination to run 
riot, and he has encased his instruments in designs that are both novel and striking. One he calls 
‘The Diggers’ Music Hall.’ It is built to the design of a music hall, roof, and entrances and windows 
and all. Every inch of the wood he carved or turned himself; even down to the little pockets of 
beautifully-colored woods for the needles. This ‘Diggers’ Music Hall’ is a remarkable piece of 
furniture. There is delicate fretwork in it, yet never once did he use a fretsaw. It was all carved by 
hand.  
 

And the joinery is perfect. But for the running of the grains of the wood one would not be able to 
say for certain that it was joined. His skill as a cabinet maker is only exceeded by his skill as an 
engineer. 
 

Another gramophone is built to the design of a church, even down to the steeple. As a model of 
a church alone it would be an admirable piece of work, but then you remember that it is merely 
the camouflage for his musical instrument. Here again he demonstrates the fact that he is a 
master cabinet maker, and a polisher as well. Every inch of the rough wood he sandpapered 
down to the polishing off with the palm of his hand. Tedious work — but to John Paton, child’s 
play. 
 

His method of reproducing tone is his own patent. He worked it all out from theories that he 
formed himself. And the result is an instrument that articulates almost perfectly, and there is an 
entire absence of that tone one frequently hears in gramophones — a tone that advertises only 
too plainly the fact that the voice is being reproduced by mechanical means. He puts on a record. 
You prepare to listen tolerantly. And you are astonished.  
 

He notices the change in your expression with delight.  
 

‘Wonderful instruments they?’ he says with a simple pride in his work.  
 

They are.  Record after record goes on. It is a regular little concert, and one notices a nice 
distinction in choosing the records. For instance, the song — vaudeville patter style — that makes 
such a hit in the ‘Diggers’ Music Hall’ he wouldn’t dream of putting in the church.  
 

He carries all the records in boxes, arranged in slots so that in going from No. 1 to No. 10 in 
correct order, you treat yourself to a well-arranged concert, with a variety that would leave every 
taste satisfied. 
 

What Money Wouldn't Compensate 
And he sits back in his easy chair, listening to the music that his instruments are reproducing. He 
enjoys his concert with the enjoyment of a child. There is the pride of his work visible in every 
expression in his face; but it is not an arrogant pride. 
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‘But why do you do it?’ you ask. ‘You have retired! There is no need for you to work.’ 
 

‘Sonny,’ he says, ‘the devil would find something for idle hands to do. Besides I must keep at it. 
But it's not work. It's play. It's play.’ 
 

‘You must be well insured?’ you remark. 
 

‘No,’ he shakes his head. ‘Not a penny.’ 
 

And he looks his room over with loving eyes. You see why he is not insured. If his little workshop 
burnt down, John Paton would have lost the best part of his life. Five thousand pounds wouldn’t 
compensate him for those hundred and one shiny pieces of metal and wheels, and gears, that 
his own hands had made. The wealth of the world wouldn't compensate him for the loss of them; 
and the song would die out of his throat. For what would it profit John Paton if, now, he gained 
the whole universe, but lost — his workshop. 
 

And so he is passing his 80th year. At an age when most men would welcome a bath chair he 
dons his overalls, and there is still enough strength in the muscles of his arms to thread a two-
inch pipe. 
 

‘It keeps me in health — body and mind,’ he says simply, ‘this working.’  
 

One looks at him and cannot help agreeing. The body is certainly healthy, and the mind behind 
these bright eyes must be clean. You can see that.  
 

He is out on his back verandah looking out over the meadow, 
and across the river, and through the haze, towards Sydney.   
The afternoon sun is throwing long shadows, and some of the 
clouds are red, and some are purple, but all are silver-lined. 
A tiny breeze runs merrily through the grasses, bending them 
back to earth, and birds shoot silently through the sky, making 
out west. It is a picture of peace and contentment. 
 

‘A beautiful world,’ says John Paton. 
 

It is.  But it would be hard for many people to find as much 
beauty in it as does John Paton. For with all his 79 years, his 
is the heart of a child. 
 

And the shadows lengthen, the red and the purple clouds 
fade away and are steely grey again, and the birds are gone. 
A little wind blows chillily up from the creek.  
 

John Paton brings you into his parlor. It is a pretty little parlor. 
On the walls are many battle scenes — of Gallipoli. And Kitchener. And Jellicoe. And Jutland, in 
wondrous frames. John Paton made them, too.  
 

And then — he holds his glass out. There is a tinkle ....  
  
A  great judge of good wine is John Paton. 

John Paton, ca 1890s, [SSL] 
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HERITAGE FESTIVAL IN THE SHIRE, 2024 

ELIZABETH CRAIG 

The Sutherland Shire Citizens Heritage Festival (SSCHF) launched the festival for our Shire on 
Thursday 18th April at the headquarters for Botany Bay Family History at Gannons Road, 
Caringbah. The speakers, the Rt Hon. Mark Speakman, leader of the NSW Liberal Party, and 
member for Cronulla, Sutherland Shire Mayor, Councillor Carmelo Pesce, President of the 
SSCHF, Noele Watkins of Botany Bay Family History, and a representative of National Trust, all 
kept their addresses short and sweet. It was an upbeat, but casual affair with about 70 people 
attending (at a cost of $10 each), and it was a great opportunity for us all to catch up, and enjoy 
the food, wine and conversation. Pauline Curby, Ian Kolln and I represented SSHS. 

SSHS’s heritage festival event was on Saturday, 20th April, a day which dawned wet, windy and 
cold. Our Museum stayed open from 9.00am to 3.30pm, with Sue Burrell organizing short focused 
tours for visitors. She was assisted by Ian Kolln, Warwick Whalley, and for part of the day, by 
Sue’s daughter, Leigh and Pauline Curby. The Endeavour’s ballast from 1770, the Matson 
collection of indigenous tools found locally last century, and the cauldron from the 2000 Sydney 
Olympics were showcased as representing ‘Connections’, the theme chosen by the National 
Trust for this year’s festival. Sue had also prepared a ‘Time Traveller trail’ for school-aged kids, 
and pre-schoolers could board the Kerslake’s cart used for taking farm goods from Menai to the 
markets in 1927. However, the horrible weather meant that was not possible. 

Twenty visitors arrived either independently or by 
the hourly free hop-on hop-off Vintage Bus which 
picked up people at the Tram Museum, taking 
them to Brinsleys, Woronora Cemetery, 
Hazelhurst, Kirrawee Village Brick Pit Museum, 
Sutherland Shire Museum and back to the Tram 
Museum. Some people reported to the bus 
conductor that they felt there was no time to see 
the Shire Museum and catch the bus back, but 
said they would return at a later date. 

If we take part in the Heritage Festival next year, 
we will try to find a way to make it easier for 
people to visit the Shire Museum using the 
Vintage Bus. However, in the event of awful 
weather again, we definitely need an outdoor 
shelter to keep visitors dry as our building would not accommodate a bus full of people.  We are 
waiting to hear the results of a grant we have applied for from Sutherland Shire Council to help 
us erect an outdoor shelter. 

The Vintage Bus also made a special stop to drop people off at the Stapleton Community Centre 
for our afternoon meeting to hear our speaker, Douglas Newton, on his book, Private Ryan and 
the Lost Peace – about the World War I soldier from Broken Hill who was court-martialled for his 
defiance against the fighting. One person out of the 30-odd attendees took advantage of the bus, 
a disappointing turnout as Douglas Newton was a riveting speaker, explaining the disconnect 
between political leaders and the soldiers, who were seen by their leaders as dispensable in the 
fight for a decisive victory. Ryan argued for a negotiated peace settlement.  

With this talk representing the National Trust theme of ‘Connections’, Anzac biscuits and Billy 
Tea were served for afternoon tea. 

The Vintage Bus picking up people from the 
Museum. [Photo: Sue Burrell] 
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ROCKS IN THE WATER  
 The naming of Pimelwi Rocks and Merries Reef 

LAURIE BURGESS 

On 31 March 2002, the Boat Harbour Aquatic Reserve came into effect.1  Designed to protect 
the biodiversity values of that reserve, whilst still allowing marine activities such as boating, 
scuba diving, snorkelling and swimming.2 

It surrounds two geographical features: Merries Reef and Pimelwi Rocks.3  Both are referred to 
as an ‘exposed rocky reef’. 

 
Source: diagram in NSW Government Gazette accompanying proclamation of the Aquatic Reserve 

The Geographical Names Board of New South Wales records both of those names on its web 
site as: 

Pimelwi Rocks: Assigned 4th May 1973; Rocks off The Merries Reef about 1.5 km south-east 
of the locality of Quibray. 

Merries Reef: Assigned 30th June 1978; A reef at the southern end of Kurnell Peninsula about 
4 km south-west of Kurnell Post Office. It is located south-west and seaward of Boat Harbour.  It 
also indicates that Merries Reef had a former name of ‘The Merries Reef’.4 

Both of these names had existed on maps previously, and were simply being formally adopted 
as geographical place names. No indication is given of the origin of either name: so where did 
these names come from? 
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Pimelwi Rocks 
No record has been found to indicate when Pimelwi Rocks were first named. However it seems 
clear that the name relates to an Aborigine mentioned in an the early history of the Colony of 
New South Wales during December 1790, describing what ensued when a shooting party from 
the Colony met some of the local ‘natives’:  

One of them met now jumped on a fallen tree and, without giving the least warning of his 
intention, launched his spear at McEntire and lodged it in his left side. The person who 
committed this wanton act was described as a young man with a speck or blemish on his left 
eye…That he had been lately among us was evident from his being newly shaved… 

… In the course of the day, Colbee, and several more natives came in, and were taken to the 
bed where the wounded man lay. Their behaviour indicated that they had already heard of the 
accident, as they repeated twice or thrice the name of the murderer Pimelwi, saying that he 
lived at Botany Bay… 

…We asked him [Colbee] where Pimelwi was, and found that he fully comprehended the 
nature of our errand, for he described him to have fled southward; and to be at such a distance, 
as had we known the account to be true, would have prevented our going in search of him, 
without a fresh supply of provisions.5 

Merries Reef 
The origin of the name Merries Reef proved more elusive. There was no Mr Merrie (or even 
Merry) with any connection to that area, so where had it come from?  

The hunt for the first mention of Merries Reef near Boat Harbour revealed that the reef must have 
been named sometime before May 1870, when the Sydney newspapers reported on an inquest 
into the wreck of the ketch Dauntless, which resulted in the drowning of one of the crew.  

The Dauntless ran into trouble after clearing the Sydney Heads and sailing southwards, when, 
as reported by its captain: 

… within a couple of miles of the entrance to Port Hacking, when the mainsail spilt through … 
from his nearness to Merri Reef he knew they were in danger; had the mainsail been a good 
one the rolling of the ketch would not have caused it to split; while he kept sweeping the vessel 
to keep her clear of Merri Reef, a light breeze sprang up from the north-east and they got out 
of that danger… 

However, the ship continued to have trouble with its sails and eventually ‘became a wreck on the 
south head of Port Hacking’.6 

It is of note that the name of the reef is recorded as ‘Merri Reef’. 

Another marine incident resulting in loss of life was reported in a Sydney newspaper in June 
1904: 

Two well-known residents of Port Hacking, William Newton and Charles Bullimore, left Sydney 
in an oil launch about 1 p.m. yesterday, having on board a cargo of naphtha. 

 The launch ran in trouble after it passed Longnose Point:  

A heavy rolling sea dashed against the vessel, and completely swamped her, the little craft 
turning right over, with bottom up. 

When the men came to the surface the mast was floating, and Newton, after using great 
efforts, succeeded in securing It, and taking it to his mate, who, with that assistance, managed 
to hold on to the bottom of the launch for some time. The line was fast, and the anchor held 
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tight till about 11 p.m., when it gave way, and then the launch drifted on to the Merries, 
bombora Reef near Cronulla Beach. Just before reaching there Newton secured the main 
sheet, which was fast fore and aft, and both men held on to it for some little time, until a huge 
sea dashed against the launch, and Newton never saw his mate again.7 

The name of the reef, in this instance, is shown as ‘The Merries’. 

Grounding of another ship on the reef was reported in March 1905: 

Another addition to the already long list of shipping mishaps in the vicinity of Cronulla Beach 
was made at about 1.30 yesterday morning, when the steam collier Marjorie, belonging to the 
Bellambi Coal Company, Limited, ran ashore on what is known as Merries Reef at the northern 
end of Cronulla Beach, but was subsequently floated off.8 

The name is now shown as ‘Merries Reef’. 

But still no clue as to where name came from, until we go back a few years and travel to the 
area far to the south which became the city of Melbourne. 

Merri Creek 
The Darabin Library web site records: 

In 1835 the area that would become Melbourne belonged to Aboriginal clans who spoke 
two dialects of a common language.  The dialects were called Woiwurrung and 
Boonwurrung, though their parent language has no name and has been labelled by 
linguists as ‘East Kulin’, after the two dialects common word for ‘man’.  It is considered 
likely that Aboriginals had been settled in Melbourne for over 30,000 years.   The word 
‘Kulin’ is sometimes used to describe the Aboriginal people of Victoria. 

Although there is some conjecture amongst anthropologists, it is generally accepted that 
the Merri Creek and the current day City of Darebin area belonged to Wurundjeri-willam 
clan, one of two branches of the Wurrundjeri balug tribe.  This tribe was a large 
Woiwurrung speaking tribe associated with the Yarra River drainage basin.  Wurrundjeri-
willam is translated as ‘white gum tree dwellers’.  Within the Wurrundjeri-willam there were 
three sub-groups associated with different territories within the clan’s greater territory.  By 
the 1830s, the groups were distinguished from each other by the names of their clan heads 
(ngurungaeta).  Billibellary was one of the most respected clan heads.  His people owned 
the area around the Merri Creek; and their land extended from the Maribyrnong River and 
the Merri Creek north to Mount William near Lancefield, encompassing much of Darebin.9 

In the Victorian Register of Geographic Names, in the item for Merri Creek (aka Merri Merri Creek) 
it is indicated that Merri Merri is a traditional name with an explanation (meaning) of ‘stony’, 
‘rocky’).10 

Merri Reef 
Although the above explains the meaning of Merri, it does not have a direct marine connection. 
For that we have to move to Warrnambool in Victoria. 

This area was settled in the late 1830s, with the town of Warrnambool surveyed in 1846.11 The 
Merri River flows into the western side of its harbour and, even nowadays, evident just offshore 
at low tide is a line of rocks: 
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Line of exposed rocks off entrance to Merri River 
[Source: Google Earth] 

 

         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rocks in the sea off Merri River Source 
[Unidentified photo posted on Google Earth] 

 

A Ballarat newspaper in November 1873 reported: 

It is seldom we [Warrnambool Examiner] have to record the occurrence of such low tides as 
have been here during the past few days. On Saturday, Sunday, and yesterday, both the 
Hopkins and Merri reefs were remarkably bare, in fact, the rocks from the outer island to the 
old lighthouse Island were so prominent that one could have imagined there was a dry 
passage from the outer island to the mainland. This has been caused through the late easterly 
gales.12 

Interestingly, no further mention is found of this Merri reef in any later reports. Hopkins Reef does 
appear from time to time, but otherwise just ‘reefs’ in the area. This may have had something to 
do with major harbour works some years later, which ‘provides that the channel between the 
mainland and Merri Island be cut out to a depth of about 10 feet to create a scour in the harbour 
from the west’.13 

The co-incidence of the name ‘Merri Reef’ at both Boat Harbour and Warrnambool around 1870 
could possibly be taken as significant. One or both could be traced back to the Aboriginal word 
in use by the Wurrundjeri balug tribe, and simply mean ‘a rocky reef’. Nonetheless, the reference 
at Warrnambool could also be taken to mean ‘a reef near the mouth of the Merri River’. 
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In any event, it would seem that at some time there must have been a map of the area off Kurnell 
peninsula showing a reef named ‘Merri’, possibly resulting from a cartographer thinking it a good 
idea to list it with the Aboriginal name for ‘rocky’ recorded in somebody’s lexicon. 

Realistically, in that era, naming of places with Aboriginal words was not uncommon. A few years 
later, the National Park Trustees named many of the creeks and other features in that Park with 
Aboriginal names based on the English translation of the name as a bird or animal, without any 
regard as to where that name originated [see BOX 1]. No record has been found that the local 
Dharawal people had any name for Merri Reef near Boat Harbour, which would also point to it 
being an ‘imported’ Aboriginal name. Of interest nonetheless, is the report in June 1904, 
mentioned above, which also describes it as ‘the Merries, bombora Reef’.  

Several definitions of a bombora or bumbora are available, which seem to agree that: 

A bombora is an isolated and submerged offshore reef 
or 
an area of large sea waves breaking over a shallow area such as a submerged rock shelf, reef 
or sand bank that is located some distance from the shoreline and beach surf break. 

Bombora (bumbora) is identified as an Aboriginal word, however its origin is not conclusive: 

The Oxford Reference of Australian Aboriginal Words in English notes the word bombora is 
derived from the Eora (coastal Aboriginal) dialect of the Sydney region (Dixon, Ramson & 
Thomas 1990). The term is mostly used in NSW, where there are several bomboras along the 
coast. The term was first recorded in 1871. 

A second opinion is the word “bumbora” originated from Dharuk, an Aboriginal language of 
the Sydney region, which is a current off Dobroyd Head in Port Jackson (The Australian 
Language, second edition, 1966, chapter XV section 3, page 321 by Sidney J. Baker).14 

[See also BOX 2] 

Of course, there are always a few ways of looking at anything. Some excitement briefly occurred 
in January 1908 when the status of Merries Reef as a ‘rocky reef’ was questioned: 

THE CRONULLA REEF.  
IS IT CORAL? 
CRONULLA, Thursday. 

Recently three visitors to Cronulla were strolling along the crest of the sandhills to the north-
east of the Cronulla Hotel, when they came across what appeared to be a stretch of 
decomposed coral, which the wind had blown free of its former covering of sand, and then the 
opinion was expressed that it might be (1) that the sandhills fringing the southern end of 
Cronulla Beach were once coral reefs, or that (2) the ‘Merries’ (the reef stretching across 
beyond the beach) are composed of coral; or, again, that the formation discovered was old 
lime. However, till this latter point is determined there will remain some interest in the 
discovery. The popular opinion has been that there are no coral reefs on the eastern coast of 
New South Wales. 

The matter was reported to Professor David, in order that the proper authorities might be given 
a chance of determining what the discovery means. Professor David has referred the question 
to Mr. Woolnough, the University geologist.15 

However, nothing came of it, and the ‘Rocky Reef’ is still there. 
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Or is ‘Merri’ a ‘Dog’? 
The perils of quoting an origin attributed as an ‘Aboriginal Word’ can occur where the same word 
appears in more than one area of Australia, but with a different meaning to local indigenous 
population. 

The Geographical Names Board of New South Wales lists several names in outback New South 
Wales which include ‘Merri’ in their name (such as Little Merri Merri Creek). One of these entries, 
for the Parish of Merri in the Local Government Area of Coonamble, lists an origin of ‘Merri’: 

Merri: aboriginal word meaning dog.16 

The meaning of (native) dog is also referred to in another entry by the Geographical Names 
Board for Merrigal in the Local Government Area of Warren: 

Merrigal: meaning ‘for plenty of dingoes about’ 17 

NONETHELESS 

‘Merri Reef’ = ‘Dog Reef’, or ‘Dingo Reef’? – I wouldn’t think so!!!! 

 

1 NSW Government Gazette No 65 of 22/3/2002 folio 1731-3 
2 http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/fishing/habitat/protecting-habitats/mpa 
3 NSW Government Gazette No 65 of 22/3/2002 folio 1731-3 
4 http://www.gnb.nsw.gov.au/place_naming 
5 Watkin Tench, ‘Transactions of the Colony in part of December 1790’, The Settlement at Port Jackson, 
Chapter 12 
6 The Sydney Morning Herald, Tue 3rd May 1870, p. 4 and Sydney Mail, Sat 7th May 1870, p.9 
7 The Australian Star, Mon 27th Jun 1904, p.6 
8 The Sydney Morning Herald, Tues 28th Mar 1905, p.5 
9 http://heritage.darebinlibraries.vic.gov.au/article/56 
10 VICNAMES http://maps.land.vic.gov.au/lassi/VicnamesUI.jsp 
11 http://www.warrnamboolhistory.org.au/warrnambool-history/history/ 
12 The Ballarat Star (Vic), Thurs 27th Nov 1873, p.2 
13 The Age (Vic), Tues 16th Nov 1909, p.6 
14 Cited in http://blog.bedarrabeachhouse.com.au/post/84603382951/bombora-or-bommie 
15 The Sydney Morning Herald, Fri 3 Jan 1908, p.8 
16 ASA Wyalong papers Oct 1899 
17 McCarthy, Frederick D., The Australian Museum: New South Wales Aboriginal Place Names and 
Euphonious Words, with their Meanings, Government Printer, Sydney, 4th edition, 1963 
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BOX 1  

Author’s note: The following is an extract from Placenames Australia, newsletter of 
September 2015, published in Australian National Placenames Survey,  
http://www.anps.org.au/news.html 

How Kamilaroi words became placenames 
Fifteen creeks, tributaries of Port Hacking Creek in The National Park (later Royal National 
Park) south of Sydney, in the country of Dharawal-speaking people, were given Aboriginal 
names in the 1880s by the trustees. 
 

They were first published in the Annual Report of the Park for 1885-1886 in a table headed: 
‘Name of Brook in the language of the Aborigines of Australia adopted.’1 Fourteen of the names 
are of birds and one is of a bee. These words did not come from the local Dharawal language, 
even though there were many speakers alive at the time who could have provided local bird 
names or even the original names of the creeks. The name of Bola Creek, near the fifteen 
newly named creeks, appears to predate 1885 and may be a genuine Dharawal placename. 

Thirteen of the fifteen words chosen for the ‘brooks’ are from the Kamilaroi language and were 
taken from the book Kamilaroi and other Australian Languages by the Rev William Ridley. The 
second edition of this book was published in 1875. Thirteen of the creek names, with their 
meanings, appear on pages 20-22. Ridley defined the area where the Kamilaroi language was 
spoken as: ‘the Namoi, Barwan, Bundarra, and Balonne Rivers, and of the Liverpool Plains 
and the Upper Hunter.’ 

The two names that were not from Ridley’s Kamilaroi vocabulary are found elsewhere in his 
book. Dirijiri for ‘wagtail’ is from the Wailwun language, which Ridley defined as ‘spoken on the 
Barwan, below the junction of the Namoi’ [Ridley, page 49]. Murrindum for ‘quail’ is from the 
Dippil language. Ridley wrote: ‘The Aborigines about Durundurun, on the north side of Moreton 
Bay, and those toward Wide Bay and the Burnett District speak Dippel’ [Ridley, page 65]. 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

1 Anonymous. 1886. National Park (Money Voted for and Spent Upon), New South Wales 
Legislative Assembly, Votes and Proceedings, 1885-6, Volume A6:145-148. This report also 
includes an announcement of the adoption of five non-Aboriginal placenames in the park. 

 

BOX 2 

It is of note that referring to specific Aboriginal languages associated with certain areas does 
have some pitfalls.  Val Attenbrow in her book Sydney’s Aboriginal Past: Investigating the 
archaeological and historical records, UNSW Press, 2nd edition 2010 (first published 2002), 
which is an authoritative work on the subject, indicates on page 31: 

It is only after the 1870s that the names Darug, Dharawal, Darginung, Guringai and 
Eora were used to refer to the languages in various documentation and publications, 
though the origin of the names is usually not given. 

A further section in her book on page 35, headed ‘The Eora Dilemma’ explores this matter 
more deeply and is recommended for further reading. 
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BOOK REVIEW 
 

DAVID MARTIN 
 

Editor’s note: Douglas Newton was guest speaker at the Sutherland Shire Historical Society’s meeting 
on 20th April. His topic was this book reviewed by Dr David Martin, military historian. 
 

Douglas Newton 
Private Ryan and the Lost Peace: A Defiant Soldier and the 
Struggle Against the Great War 
Longueville, Haberfield, 2021 
HB 380pp, RRP $44.95 

 
 

Douglas Newton is a former Associate Professor of 
History at the University of Western Sydney and is 
the author of five previous histories.  

 
 

For many years Douglas Newton has been researching aspects of the First World War, but he is 
not a military historian ‘fixated on battle’. Rather, one of his main research interests has been the 
peace movements that grew up during the period.   
 

Back in 2014 Professor Newton’s attention was drawn to a five-page letter penned on 18th 
October 1916 by an ‘ordinary’ but ‘thinking’ Australian soldier, Private Edward J. Ryan, who was 
then at Perham Down camp in England, recuperating from the ‘shell shock’ he had suffered in 
action near Pozieres on the Western Front. Private Ryan was writing to the high-profile Labour 
Member of the British Parliament, Mr Ramsay MacDonald who was advocating a peace by 
negotiation. Ryan begged that he do everything in his power to bring about a Peace & save this 
slaughter of Human Lives.  
 

Ryan wrote of how he had recently spoken to Australians who had somehow survived the intense 
fighting on the Western Front, which he compared to an abattoir, viz. a meat works processing 
human bodies: They had been in the firing line about a fortnight & of course they had practically 
no sleep & I suppose less than 15 per cent of each battalion answered the final roll call … its 
frightfulness was beyond imagination. According to Ryan: So far I have not spoken to one man 
who wants to go back to the firing line again. What he wanted to be told about, and be able to 
discuss, were the terms of Peace we are fighting for. Why shouldn’t we discuss what terms we 
are supposed to accept? Rather, he suspected the war was simply about conquest and not the 
achievement of peace.  
 

Private Ryan’s letter ‘sparked’ the imagination of Professor Newton, inspiring him to find out all 
he could about ‘this common soldier with a commitment to an early peace’.  
 

His research would find that ‘Eddy’ Ryan had been born in 1891 and grew up to become ‘a class-
conscious trade unionist’ in the radical, staunchly trade-union town of Broken Hill. But Newton’s 
focus is on what life was like for ‘Eddy’ after September 1915, once he enlisted in the AIF – and 
what, subsequently, turned him into ‘a politically-minded soldier’ who ‘chose to rebel’, displaying 
‘a pattern of repeated defiance’. On one level, Newton’s book is a Ryan biography.  
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A conventional way to start a biography of one of our soldiers who fought in the First World War 
is to ask: what motivated him to enlist in the Australian Imperial Force, to serve overseas? Was it 
idealism: to help make the world a safer place by defeating Prussian militarism? Or was it 
because work had become scarce, and life in uniform paid ‘six bob a day’? These are just a few 
of the relevant questions. But like the Australians who enlisted to fight overseas back then, ‘Eddy’ 
Ryan’s possible motives were many. Anyway, it is impossible now to settle upon the reason why 
he signed up – because there is just so much we don’t actually know about him. Newton is often 
forced to speculate about his possible motives.    
 

For Newton, however, such considerations divert attention away from what the war was really 
about. This is where he makes use of his detailed knowledge of the secret international diplomacy 
being conducted during that period. He takes the reader on an investigation of what the ‘men in 
frock-coats’ from the British Foreign Office were planning, and the secret deals they were making 
via the London embassies of the other leading powers located in Belgravia, Knightsbridge and 
Mayfair. Or what their political masters in their ‘bowler hats’ were planning at Inter-Allied 
conferences. What use did they intend making, for example, of the efforts of the Anzacs fighting 
on Gallipoli, and later, on the Western Front?  
 

And Newton seizes upon every opportunity to intertwine episodes of the Private Ryan story with 
the prospects of international peace negotiations. These presented themselves on a number of 
occasions. Even the Pope, Benedict XV, issued a proposal for peace negotiations. Also there 
were ‘back channels’ available for informal talks: peace chatter was incessant – but mostly out of 
public hearing. Yet, repeatedly, the opportunities for formal negotiations were ‘scuppered’. Why? 
What Newton especially wants his reader to understand is the particular reason why the war was 
never going to end by means of negotiation and compromise – which he goes out of his way to 
explain. Instead, the great issues … were all to be resolved by force and by force alone – which 
would take considerable time, during which more and more would be killed.  
 

Along the way, Newton also takes the opportunity to investigate the nature of the system of 
military ‘justice’ – with Private Ryan facing four charges of being Absent Without Leave, and twice 
with ‘desertion’. Of the 331,184 members who served overseas in the AIF, around 23,000 would 
face courts martial as Ryan did.  
 

Ryan told one of his courts martial: I enlisted for a Peace without conquerors or conquered. That 
was his defence against the charge of desertion. Handed down on 12th September 1917, the 
verdict of the court was that Ryan was guilty as charged. He then became one of only 121 
Australian troops to receive a sentence of death.  
 

How should Private Ryan be judged? Was he a shirker and deserter who deserves our 
condemnation? Or was he a man of principle, who deserves our admiration for the way he 
championed, in his own individual way, the cause of peace? That is the great moral issue at the 
heart of Douglas Newton’s book. It lends itself to no easy, obvious answer: the answer readers 
come up with will be determined by their own set of moral principles.  
 

Douglas Newton’s Private Ryan and the Lost Peace presents the reader with a very different 
perspective of the First World War from that provided by most histories published during its 
centenary. Meticulously researched, it is notable for its insightful interpretations. It provides much 
food for thought and is very well worth reading.                                                                      
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RETURN OF THE GWEAGAL SPEARS  

ELIZABETH CRAIG 

On Tuesday, 23rd April this year, a ceremony was held in the Wren Library at Trinity College in 
Cambridge, England, marking the permanent repatriation of four spears taken from the Gweagal 
people at Kurnell on 29th April 1770 by Lt James Cook, captain of the HMV Endeavour.  

The four spears are all that remain of more than 40 spears and a shield (now at the British 
Museum) collected and returned to England on the Endeavour. They were presented to Trinity 
College in 1771 by Lord Sandwich, first Lord of the Admiralty and a former student of Trinity. 
Since early last century the spears have been held by the Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology (MAA) in Cambridge. 

For three decades the La Perouse Aboriginal community have campaigned for the permanent 
return of the spears, which have only been on loan for display in Australian museums twice – 
2015 and 2020. Discussions involved representatives of the Gweagal people, the broader 
Dharawal nation, the Gujaga Foundation and the La Perouse Local Aboriginal Land Council. They 
were supported by the National Museum of Australia and the Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Island Studies (AIATSIS).  As Leonard Hill, the Interim Chief Executive Officer 
of AIATSIS explained: 
 

Returning cultural heritage material is a key aspiration of First Nations people. It supports the 
maintenance and revitalisation of cultural practices, intergenerational transfer of knowledge, 
truth telling and reconciliation.1 

In March 2023, after a formal request by the La Perouse Aboriginal community, Trinity College 
and MAA agreed to return the spears to their rightful owners. The spears will be displayed at a 
new visitor centre to be built at Kurnell. Until then they will be cared for by the Chau Chak Wing 
Museum at the University of Sydney. 

----------------------------- 

An encounter filled with conflict, misunderstanding and lost opportunity 

David Johnson, a Gweagal man and a direct descendant of one of the warriors who opposed 
Captain Cook, spoke at the ceremony, sharing his unique insight into the view of those watching 
Cook’s arrival from the shore. Here is an extract from his speech. 

‘This year marks 254 years since the Endeavour navigated its way up the eastern coastline 
of what we now call Australia. I want to give you a different insight to the event that had 
occurred all those years ago at Kamay, or Botany Bay. Today I will share our unique insight 
of the view from the shore. ... 

Dharawal people, like all Aboriginal cultures, have an understanding and interpretation of 
existence, knowledge, connections and our place in the universe. We have an ontology that 
explains our origin and existence as spiritually founded; this is our Dreaming. For our people, 
knowledge is abstract and theoretical, it doesn’t have to be scientifically proven. A spiritual 
explanation is logic for us. 

When the Endeavour came into view, it was a confusing and surreal event. We know from 
our oral history our old people were interpreting this strange event through a spiritual lens. 
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Our old people wondered if the Endeavour with its billowing white sails was a low-lying cloud 
bringing spirits back from the afterlife. 

As the Endeavour approached the shores, two men started to oppose the landing on shore. 
They were hand gesturing to go away while yelling out ‘warra warra wa’ which means ‘they 
are all dead’. 

As the crew advanced on shore my old people threw stones trying to discourage the crew 
from advancing. In our culture it was taboo to come on someone else’s territory without 
permission. 

The crew continued, so my old people started throwing spears but they were just landing 
short. This was intentional to try and discourage further entry. As they were skilled hunters, 
if they wanted to injure anyone they could have done it with little worry. 

As this was seen as a threat, the crew fired on my old people. They returned with a shield 
but were heavily overwhelmed and retreated to safety. As the crew advanced into the old 
campground they noticed the canoes, spears and some of our people sheltering in their 
dwellings trying to avoid contact.  

In Dharawal culture contact with spirits from the afterlife was mostly avoided by the general 
community, to engage it would create a spiritual consequence. The crew of 
the Endeavour constantly experienced these avoidance behaviours and couldn’t understand 
why our people would not engage with them over the eight days they stayed. 

As you can see this encounter was filled with conflict, misunderstanding and lost opportunity. 
However, 254 years later, we are here in the Wren Library where the spears were housed 
after they arrived in England. 

Instead of conflict we have partnership, and instead of misunderstanding we have a shared 
vision. Today, we all have an opportunity to celebrate these spears and what they represent 
for us, Australia and the whole world.’2 

Ray Ingrey, Gujaga Foundation Director, sums up: 

‘The spears were pretty much the first point of European contact, particularly British contact 
with Aboriginal Australia. I think for us it’s a momentous occasion that where Australia’s history 
began, in 1770 on the shores of Botany Bay at Kurnell, the spears that were undoubtedly 
taken without permission are returned to the rightful people. Ultimately, they’ll be put on 
permanent display for everyone to go see at the very spot they were taken 250 years ago.’2 

 

References: 
- National Museum of Australia press release, 23rd April 2024: Return of the Gweagal Spears 

to the La Perouse Aboriginal Community 
- AIATSIS What’s New: Return of the Gweagal Spears to the La Perouse Aboriginal 

Community, 23rd April 2024 
- Trinity College, Cambridge, https://www.trin.cam.ac.uk/news/these-spears-connect-us-

culturally- spiritually-and-tangibly-to-our-ancestors, 23rd April, 2024 

1 https://aiatsis.gov.au/whats-new/news/return-gweagal-spears-la-perouse-aboriginal-community 
2 https://www.trin.cam.ac.uk/news/these-spears-connect-us-culturally- spiritually-and-tangibly-to-our-
ancestors/ 

                                                           



RETURN OF THE GWEAGAL SPEARS  

La Perouse community members in the Wren Library, Trinity College, Cambridge where a 
ceremony held on 23rd April marked the permanent return of the Gweagal spears. 

Left to right: Ian Coates, Ray Ingrey, Noeleen Timbery, Ash Walker, Tristan Simms, David 
Johnson, Quaiden Williams Riley, Ben [Courtesy: National Museum of Australia] 

 



COMO TRAIN BRIDGE 

 

Como Bridge looking south. Note the double tracks. Photographed ca 1901-1945.  [SSL Master File] 
 

The old Como railway bridge is a State Heritage listed former railway bridge now used for foot traffic 
and to support water mains. It is owned by Sydney Water. It was built from 1883 to 1885 and is a fine 
example of a single-track steel lattice girder bridge of the 1870s and 1880s. Como is the longest single 
track steel lattice girder bridge in NSW. The double tracks converged to a single ‘gauntlet track’ on 
the bridge, which enabled trains to cross in either direction without chain points. It was one of only a 
few installations of this type in NSW. Its completion led to the opening up of what is now the Sutherland 
Shire. The old Como railway bridge was finally superseded in 1972 by a new double track, reinforced 
concrete bridge, built alongside the existing bridge. 

 
Photo of Como Bridge from the same location – now a walking bridge  [Pam Forbes 2024] 

[Supplied by Greg Jackson] 
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