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Chapter 11: Post-war History of the Prom – 1946 to 1963

Our survey of the history of Wilsons Promontory 
National Park has brought us rather deviously to 
recent times and there is little left to tell that is 

not well known to the visitor of today.

The alleged aftermath of the military occupation 
aroused considerable and quite widespread concern. 
Once more the Field Naturalists Club took the initiative 
and set up a committee to examine and report upon 
conditions as they were found to exist in the National 
Park after the departure of the army. The enquiry 
showed that a considerable amount of ‘rehabilitation’ 
would have to be undertaken if the Promontory were 
to fulfil its function as a National Park and Nature 
conservation reserve.

The committee did not confine its attention to 
Wilsons Promontory. It made specific recommendations 
about each of the existing National Parks in Victoria and 
a general recommendation that the Government create 
a controlling authority for them all—an authority which 
would be endowed with sufficient funds to carry out 
the maintenance and developmental work so obviously 
needed. The committee’s report was published in June 
1946 and it received the wholehearted support of the 
public and the press.

It was adopted by a conference of delegates from all 
of the metropolitan organisations known to have any 
interest in or concern for the State’s National Parks, and 
it formed the basis of the long campaign which led to 
the creation of the National Parks Authority in 1956.

An interesting sidelight on the events of those times, 
insofar as they affected Victorian national parks, was 
the obvious concern for them shown by the public. The 
leading articles in the newspapers, public statements 
and press correspondence were numerous and frequent 
enough to show that national parks were important 
in its estimation. The enthusiasm of those who took 
part in the several conferences, public discussions and 
deputations during the years 1947 to 1952 brought 
about the formation of a new National Parks Association 
in 1952. It was born as a formal association of all the 
organisations which had been engaged in the campaign 
for a better deal for Victoria’s national parks and it very 
quickly won the support of the general public. Today, 
the Association is recognised as a healthy link between 
the public and those official bodies concerned in the 
maintenance and management of Victoria’s national 
parks. Its present State-wide membership includes 
every important organisation interested in Nature 
protection and, at the present time [1963], it has the 
support of about 1500 individual members all eager to 
do something for the betterment and preservation of 
the wonderful heritage which is Victoria’s scenery and 
its native wildlife.

The Committee of Management of Wilsons 

Promontory National Park was no less concerned 
than others about the post-war condition of its charge 
and, in the summer of 1950, at its request a team 
of scientists undertook a biological survey of the 
Park. The party included the late Dr R.T. Patton of the 
Melbourne University Botany School, three members 
of the staff of the National Museum—Mr C.W Brazenor 
(mammalogist), Mr W.J. Hitchcock (ornithologist) and 
Miss H. Macpherson (marine biologist)—and Mr D.A. 
Casey, an ethnologist.

Their report was not especially comforting to the 
Committee but the recommendations contained in it 
may well have helped to establish the pattern of its 
future policy—as to what was needed and how it should 
be achieved.

In the succeeding years the Committee gave some 
attention to the task of restoring the Park to something 
of its old glory and the people of Victoria have reason 
to be grateful to it for the earnestness with which it 
undertook the job. Its members tackled it without 
much in the way of tangible reward and, perhaps, 
little acknowledgment but, happily, their successors 
now have the understanding support of a number of 
Government Departments which cooperate with the 
National Parks Service.

The re-opening of the Park to campers must have 
awakened some nostalgic memories in many of the 
visitors. Those who had not seen the place for a decade 
or so would have been depressed by the scene of 
desolation in their old haunts at the Darby River and by 
the changed face of the one-time quiet camping ground 
at Tidal River.

An older and more seasoned John Sparkes was there 
to greet them but the former atmosphere of peace and 
tranquillity had departed. At Tidal River buildings were 
being demolished or re-modelled and new ones were 
arising among the remains of the groves of banksia 
and tea-tree. A village settlement was evolving. The old 
chalet, ranger’s cottage, rest hut and other buildings at 
the Darby were abandoned and eventually pulled down. 
Sparkes was installed in a new house at Tidal River.

In November 1947, A.J. Watson was appointed to 
assist the ranger and, together, the two men started the 
long job of restoring old tracks, cutting new ones and, 
in between times, supervising the development of the 
new village.

The temporary affluence of the Committee, 
brought about by the Commonwealth’s compensation 
payments, allowed new works to proceed apace.

In December 1947 the Assistant Ranger took charge 
of the Post Office and the Committee’s general store. 
This latter innovation endured for several years—until 
business became too large to be carried on as a spare-
time occupation. Eventually it was transferred to the 



care of a lessee. The summer holidays of 1947–48 
brought nearly 300 visitors to the Park, and to them the 
store was a boon.

Watson resigned in July 1949 and his place was taken 
by Percy Gilbert, who remained until May 1951.

Sparkes and Gilbert were there to witness the 
beginning of a new era in tourist development at 
the National Park—the opening in September 1949 
of several furnished lodges for hire to visitors. These 
lodges proved so popular that the Committee lost little 
time in bringing more into commission.

‘Waratah’, ‘Oberon’ and ‘Titania’ were in great 
demand. ‘Waratah’ had a sleeping cubicle with three 
beds, a living room with two beds, a kitchen equipped 
with a fire stove, a sink with cold water laid on, built-in 
cupboards and a car port. ‘Oberon’ and ‘Titania’ were 
described as ‘double units’—two self-contained lodges 
under one roof, each having two bedrooms with five 
beds and a combined living room-kitchen with fire stove 
and open fireplace.

‘Glennie’, ‘Rodondo’ and ‘Shellback’ were ‘triple 
units’—three lodges under a single roof. Together they 
accommodated twelve people.

By the summer season of 1953 there were seventeen 
lodges which, between them, provided beds for sixty 
or seventy people. The additions were ‘Lilly Pilly’, 

Kershaw’, ‘Latrobe’, Vereker’, ‘Mattingley’ and a terrace 
of two-bunk cabins bearing the distinguishing names 
of a few of the birds of the National Park—’Gannet’, 
‘Lorikeet’, ‘Blue Wren’, ‘Grebe’ and ‘Gull’. ‘Mattingley’ 
was reserved for official use—the Committee’s cottage.

It was the ranger’s job to see that the lodges and 
cabins were properly equipped to receive tenants.

Other services and amenities were gradually 
introduced. Toilet blocks and dressing sheds with hot 
and cold water were provided and electric power soon 
became available. There were five campers’ kitchens for 
hire and, as well, a barbecue, an open arena for motion 
pictures at night and a campers’ lounge with a large 
open fireplace to lend an air of homely comfort during 
the winter. A couple of ping-pong tables were installed 
for those who could find no other convenient way of 
dissipating their energy.

In the years since it was first opened to the public 
the ‘village’ has grown beyond recognition. Nearly 
every service that one could expect is there – a cafe, 
post office, a bank agency, petrol stations, ice store, 
children’s playground, workshops, office buildings, 
open-air fireplaces, barbecues, and a general store 
where newspapers, fresh meat and milk and almost 
anything else can be obtained.

During the ‘seasons’ both store and cafe are 
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thronged with enough customers to turn the average 
suburban shopkeeper green with envy. Between them, 
for a few weeks in the year, they can expect the regular 
custom of two or three thousand patrons a day! By 
comparison, Mrs Weston at the Darby Chalet, with her 
40 guests and about as many campers, lived in solitude.

None of the buildings was remarkable for its 
architectural grace and none seems to have been 
designed to blend with the landscape, but that was not 
altogether the fault of the Committee. They made the 
best use they could of the material and layout of the 
former military establishment.

In the summer of 1949–50 a relatively small bushfire 
caused the Committee to consider measures for fire 
prevention and control and the outcome was an 
instruction to the rangers to press on with their track-
clearing program.

Naturally, cattle grazing had been resumed ‘to reduce 
the fire hazard’ and, just incidentally, to furnish about 
£200 a year revenue to the Committee.

All this activity at Tidal River made the place look 
rather like a shambles. The ground cover had been 
largely destroyed to make room for tracks, car parks, 
camp sites and buildings. The river flats which, once 
upon a time, had been so densely covered with Tea-

tree, Paperbark and Banksia were now almost bare 
sand so the Committee decided upon a replanting 
program. Accordingly, small areas were replanted with 
native shrubs and the verges of the main road through 
the built-up section of the ‘village’ and the side-tracks 
were planted with kikuyu grass. Today the results of this 
operation are there for all to see—especially the kikuyu!

Camps and caravans take a heavy toll of vegetation 
and, as room has been made for 1000 camp sites at 
Tidal River, it will be easily understood that replanting 
tends to be a continuing operation.

Assistant Ranger Gilbert resigned in May 1951, and 
his place was taken by R. Bell. Mrs Bell became the 
Committee’s storekeeper and she ran the business for 
the ensuing three years.

1951 is a year that will be long remembered by those 
who frequent the Promontory. In February of that year 
some fires on Yanakie were calmly allowed to burn for 
almost three weeks. In the words of one observer ‘the 
fires were not serious’.

In due course one of them moved towards the 
Southwest Corner and, helped by a rising wind, burned 
through to the east, destroying most of the vegetation 
and wildlife in the parishes of Beek Beek and Warreen. 
It then spread to the south and moved swiftly into the 

Tidal River valley, showing effects of 1951 bushfire.         Photo courtesy Historic Places, Department of Sustainability and Environment, Victoria



parishes of Kulk and Tallang and was halted only by the 
ocean. There were fears for the safety of the Lighthouse 
staff but by dint of tremendous effort the famous old 
edifice was left unscathed, although the fire caused 
£40,000 worth of damage to the Commonwealth’s 
installations on the Lighthouse reserve.

The damage to the National Park could not be 
assessed in terms of pounds, shillings and pence. At 
least 75,000 acres—almost three fourths of the entire 
Park—had been thoroughly burned. As might well be 
imagined, the loss of animal life was colossal.

Ranger Sparkes discounted the danger to the Tidal 
River settlement and to the throng of tourists there 
because he had burned fire-breaks around the camp in 
the previous year. But breaks or no breaks, if the wind 
had favoured the advance of the fire in the direction of 
the village, those there would have known all about it.

On a still day a cartwheel track is a wide enough 
fire break in sand country, but if a thirty or forty mile 
an hour hot and searing wind is blowing, five hundred 
yards of sand will not stop the advance of a bushfire. 
The glowing ash and cinders, kept alive by rushing air 
and pockets of explosive gases, can readily leap such a 
gap and, wherever they happen to land, ignite tinder-
dry material. Despite the ranger’s faith in his fire-breaks 
it was a miracle that the Tidal River village remained 
untouched by the fire that raged around it.

In some States of the U.S.A. the public is rigidly 
excluded from certain State forests and Parks during the 
summer season when high fire danger prevails. Certain of 
the National Parks are simply closed down for the season.

It was a serious mistake to have permitted the 
growth of the holiday resort at Tidal River. The 
thousands who gather there in mid-summer are 
bottled up. Their only escape route, when threatened 
by catastrophe, is the seven mile flammable bush-
lined road by which they entered the Park. The sea is 
a poor protection as the camper found out when he 
was trapped by fire at Tidal River in 1937—an incident 
referred to elsewhere.

From many points of view the northern approach 
to the Park in the vicinity of Darby River is a far better 
place for a tourist centre than Tidal River.

It will be said that innumerable communities have 
grown up amidst dense forest and scrub. The residents 
of such places have taken the risk—which is small 
enough anyhow—but it is worth noting that practically 
all such settlements have at least one through road and 
more than one escape route. Those which were at the 
dead end of a road have long since gone up in smoke 
and, in any event, have not as a rule contained large and 
concentrated populations.

Some used the fire catastrophe as an argument in 
favour of extending the road to the Lighthouse, but such 
a road would be of little use to people trapped at Tidal 
River. It would only lead them to the precipitous granite 
cliffs overlooking the ocean at South East Point—further 
than ever from succour.

Wherever else the present village might have been 
established, the other problems peculiar to popular 
tourist resorts would have arisen just as surely as they 
have arisen at Tidal River. The phenomenal growth of 
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the village is a reflection of the people’s yearning for 
outdoor recreation in a place where they do not have 
to forego altogether the amenities of suburban life, in 
a place which still retains some of the qualities of wild 
bushland. So long as the day-to-day population of the 
Park is limited to about 5000 people and so long as 
4500 of them remain within a radius of half a mile of 
the centre of the village not much more than one and 
a half square miles of the Park need be ‘written off’ as 
a sanctuary. If the radius is extended to one mile, more 
than twice that area of sanctuary will be lost. Extend it 
even more to two miles and over twelve square miles is 
forfeited.

This kind of arithmetic leaves one with the realisation 
that, expansive as Wilsons Promontory National Park 
may appear to be on the map, a network of roads and 
tracks and the expansion of the settled area to the foot 
of Bishop’s Rock, two miles from Tidal River village, 
should be contemplated with apprehension.

We should not make the mistake of believing that 
because palatial accommodation is provided for visitors 
to, say, Banff National Park in the Canadian Rockies it 
should be done at Wilsons Promontory in Victoria. Banff 
is remote from settled places and is 2,564 square miles 
in extent. The Promontory is close to sizeable towns 
and is 160 square miles. Canadians can spare a small 
fraction of their huge National Parks for that purpose. 
Of the eighteen National Parks in their Dominion five of 
them exceed one thousand square miles and thirteen of 
them exceed one hundred square miles.

Naturally, a population of the size which now throngs 
Tidal River every summer and autumn imposes a severe 
strain on the sanitary resources of the place. A normal 
number of visitors is of the order of 5,000, most of 
them concentrated into an area of about one hundred 
acres.

The population of Greater Melbourne is less than 
five per acre: Tidal River, with its fifty per acre, might 
well provide an interesting and informative study 
for planners and engineers of the Melbourne and 
Metropolitan Board of Works.

The provision of further accommodation within the 
Park at Tidal River and its environs is not going to solve 
any problems. Rather it will accentuate those that 
already exist.

In June 1954 the National Parks Association arranged 
an excursion to the Park under the leadership of the 
present writer. By this time the village had taken on the 
appearance of orderliness and, it being the tourists’ ‘off 
season’, the place was serene and uncrowded.

The effects of the big fire of February 1951 were 
obscured by an abundant regrowth of vegetation but 
birds and other animals were still scarce.

Several walks were arranged under the leadership 
of naturalists such as Philip Crosbie Morrison, Charles 
Bryant, Bill Burston and others. In the evenings talks 
were given in the Campers’ Lounge. Burston spoke on 
the geology of the Park. Bryant dealt with its birdlife 
and Garnet described its flora and, with the aid of 
a large series of black and white slides, gathered 
together by the first secretary to the Committee of 
Management—J.A. Kershaw—he and Dick Hemmy 
outlined the early history of the National Park. The 
interest evinced in these evening talks gave a fair 
indication of the kind of reception such talks might be 
expected to receive were they to be given regularly to 
those who visit the Park. It is a practice now adopted 
by our National Parks Service but in other places an 
attractive feature of a visit to a National Park is the 
opportunity it affords for learning about its natural 
history from competent Park naturalists and for joining 
in a nature trail excursion under the guidance of one 
who can draw attention to the one and a hundred 
interesting things which, without such a leader, one 
would be likely to overlook. It is an interpretive phase of 
national park management which has been found to be 
of increasing importance in other lands.

In May 1954 Assistant Ranger Bell resigned and F.K. 
Blunden took his place and occupied the position for a 
couple of years. He subsequently took over the lease of 
the general store.

In June 1955 the Museum, first installed in the 
Campers’ Lounge by the National Museum trustees in 
1953, was transferred to an annex at the rear of the 
building.

The exhibits displayed but a small fraction of the 
plants and animals which may be seen in the Park but 
the specimens were enough, perhaps, to awaken an 
interest in its wildlife. If the museum does no more than 
that it will have justified itself and confirmed the belief 
of its staunch advocate—the late Crosbie Morrison—
that it should be recognised as an essential institution 
in any nature conservation reserve. Small as it is it never 
fails to attract attention from almost every visitor who 
has a moment to spare.

By 1955 a decade had passed since the end of the 
Second World War and the National Park seemed to 
have settled down pleasantly enough to peace time 
conditions.

Influenced by the disaster of February 1951 as 
much as by some pressure from the National Parks 
Association and its component organisations, the 
Government of the day drafted a Bill to authorise the 
creation of an authority to control all Victorian national 
parks. Fortunately, that particular Government did not 
last long enough for the Bill to reach the Statute Book. 
The succeeding Government devised a somewhat better 



Bill but it got no further than the draft stage before its 
sponsors were succeeded by another administration. 
Its National Parks Bill, as first drafted, was recognised 
as an acceptable measure by the Association but less 
informed interests caused it to be considerably altered 
during its passage through Parliament.

While this Bill to protect and preserve Victoria’s 
National Parks was being debated in Parliament the 
Commonwealth Minister of Defence, Mr Francis, 
announced that he was considering a proposal by the 
army that Wilsons Promontory National Park be used as 
a peace-time training ground for commandos.

The public had not forgotten what had happened 
to the place when the war-time commandos were in 
occupation and Mr Francis was soon made aware that 
the people of Victoria would be better pleased if the 
army looked elsewhere for a training centre.

It was fortunate for the future welfare of the Park 
that the Commonwealth Minister chose that particular 
year to make his announcement—at a time when the 
public was taking a more than usual interest in its 
national parks.

The Park was saved from the commandos, but its 
traditional bête noir—cattle grazing—was still being 
inflicted upon it. As will be inferred from the account 
in the chapter on the pastoral Runs, the fortunes (and 
misfortunes) of the National Park have been almost 
inextricably bound up with Yanakie and the grazing 
interests. In fact, in the minds of many, the sandy 
dunes, hummocks and plains of the Yanakie Isthmus are 
as much a part of Wilsons Promontory as the granite 
mountains to the south of Corner Basin.

As a consequence of the preparations for settling the 
northern end of the isthmus, the Lands Department 
announced that in future no more than 2,000 head of 
cattle would be permitted on the Common—a further 
limitation which brought a spirited protest from the 
agisters and from the Council of the Shire of South 
Gippsland, but the restriction remained.

It was of little advantage to the Committee of 
Management of the Park. The 1951 fire had destroyed 
what was left of the boundary fence between the 
Common and the Park. There was nothing to stop the 
cattle roaming over the Park and mingling with those 
which were legally entitled to be there. The Park rangers 
had enough to do at Tidal River without having to 
spend time cutting out trespassing cattle. The agisters 
of the Yanakie Common reaped a small benefit as a 
consequence.

The long-awaited National Parks Act was passed in 
1956 and, in the following year, proclaimed.

Crosbie Morrison was appointed Director of National 
Parks and, as mentioned elsewhere, he withdrew from 

the Committee of Management of Wilsons Promontory 
National Park.

In October of the previous year the veteran ranger, 
John Sparkes, retired in ill health after almost seventeen 
years of continuous service. He had been the Park’s 
senior ranger for more than fourteen of them. He 
was succeeded by R.C. Turner who took up duty in 
November 1956 and continued as Ranger until 1964 
when he, too, retired on account of ill health.

During the past ten years several Assistant Rangers 
had come and gone. Blunden resigned in July 1956. A. 
Bentley was his successor and he remained until May 
1959 when his place was taken by C. Crawford.

In September 1962 Crawford departed and R. James 
filled the position for a little over fourteen months. 
In October 1961 an additional assistant Ranger, R.S. 
Turner, was appointed but he ceased duty after a short 
stay of seven months.

In the following years, in accordance with what 
appears to have been the general policy of the National 
Parks Act, Assistant Rangers seem to have disappeared 
from the staff, their place being taken by men of other 
classifications with designations which are intended to 
be more descriptive of the kind of work allotted them.

Whatever happens on Yanakie is likely to be soon 
reflected by happenings on the Promontory.

The southern portion of the isthmus—the Parish 
of Yanakie South—has passed through several phases 
in the past one hundred years; pastoral runs in the 
1860s, subdivision into grazing blocks thirty years later 
and, thirty years after that, resumption as Common 
land. Before it reaches its final phase, as part of the 
National Park, what else is left for it to experience? 
Some of it could be converted to farms (at a price) but 
the few farms that could be developed make it a hardly 
worthwhile proposition.

In 1958 the Committee of Management was 
persuaded to seek its inclusion in the National Park 
but the proposal was resisted by the Yanakie Agisters’ 
Association whose members claimed that their very 
livelihood depended upon the continued existence of 
the Common and upon their right to use it. Feeling ran 
high about the proposal and accordingly it was shelved 
for the time being. At one of the several public meetings 
which were held in the district a one-time assistant 
ranger, who had spent over eighteen months on the 
Promontory, announced that he could not see why the 
National Park should be extended. ‘It was quite big 
enough as it was.’

Since he doubtless saw the Park only as a tourist 
resort and nothing else he could not be blamed for 
voicing an opinion which is held by many who know even 
less about the place as a nature conservation reserve. If 
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he was in fact thinking of it as a nature reserve then, as 
an ex-ranger, he was curiously ill-informed.

Further difficulties were placed in the way of those 
who were urging the annexation of the Common.

Several individuals took out mining leases for the 
purpose of quarrying limestone.

It will be understood from what has been said 
in the chapter on geology and physiography of the 
Promontory that the isthmus is largely sand dune 
country, much of the sand being of marine origin and, 
therefore, carrying substantial deposits of limestone. 
Most of the limestone lies close to the surface, and in 
places is actually exposed. Despite this fact, ‘experts’ 
have complained loudly about the difficulties of using 
this part of the country for productive farming because 
of the lime deficient character of the soil! If they 
could only get agricultural lime at cheaper rates their 
problems would be solved.

Well, when this ‘useless, lime-deficient’ area of the 
isthmus was suggested as suitable for national park 
purposes the opponents of the proposal forgot about 
their earlier judgment and blandly set to work to 
develop an agricultural lime industry. It meant nothing 
to them that the quality of the rock was mediocre 
from an agricultural point of view, or that crushing and 
distribution costs precluded it from being a profitable 
industry.

Had the Yanakie limestone deposits been as good as 
the promoters claimed they would have been exploited 
half a century ago. The better quality deposits on 
Waratah Bay and the lime kilns at Walkerville did not 
make fortunes for their operators.

The episode of the Yanakie limestone quarries was 
reminiscent of the tin-mining venture on Mount Hunter 
and the Forest Department’s ‘Arboretum’ at Barry’s 
Creek.

The problem of getting a payable local market for the 
60–70% carbonate limestone on Yanakie did not weigh 
very heavily on the minds of the sponsors. After all, the 
economics of it mattered little. The real purpose was to 
remove the threat of Yanakie South being incorporated 
into the National Park.

While this dreadful fate was being resisted in some 
local quarters, another scheme which was intended 
to have a much more serious effect on the National 
Park was being quietly formulated. Yanakie Common, 
under the best of circumstances, would provide too 
few farm blocks to make settlement worthwhile but, if 
some of the National Park could be seized, this slight 
impediment to progress and development might be 
overcome.

By July 1960 the next step was revealed—not very 
loudly and without any fanfare.

The Soldiers’ Settlement Commission wanted 20,000 
acres of the Promontory. Provided it could get 6,600 
acres of the National Park—a portion of the heathlands 
in the vicinity of Chinaman’s Bay and another little bit 
at Barry’s Creek—it would be enabled to accommodate 
from 80 to 100 new settlers on just the kind of farm that 
had been created on the northern plains of Yanakie.

It was not Skye crofters this time but the more 
appealing ‘returned soldier’ who, it seems, had 
been rather neglected during the fifteen or sixteen 
years which had passed since his repatriation or 
demobilisation.

The scheme would have meant the revocation of 
just this area of permanently dedicated reserve. It 
aroused so much hostility throughout the State that the 
Government, with proper deference to public opinion, 
vetoed it.

The Commission’s proposition shocked the agisters 
too. They could see their hold on the Common 
becoming more and more insecure. It took some time 
for local opinion to crystallise but when it became 
apparent that the advantage in having the use of the 
Common (which, they claimed, was worth £20,000 a 
year to them) was about to evaporate and be replaced 
by a speculative advantage to eighty or so selected 
landholders, they decided to back the opinion of the 
rest of the State and oppose the settlement scheme. 
They have reconciled themselves to the idea of the 
Common becoming part of the National Park provided 
they are permitted to continue grazing their cattle on it.

The reason given to justify the alteration of the status 
of National Parks—and other nature reserves—are 
many, various and mostly unsound and unconvincing.

‘They are too big to manage properly’.

The reductio ad absurdum is to have none at all. The 
problem of management would not then arise. Anyhow, 
other countries—notably Canada and New Zealand—
seem to have no great difficulty in managing National 
Parks far larger than any Victoria happens to possess. 
The 17,000 square mile Wood National Park and the 
2,564 square mile Banff National Park, both in Alberta, 
do not appear to suffer unduly as a consequence of 
their generous size!

‘Fire protection in a large Park is too difficult and 
costly.’

Call it what you like—National Park, State Forest, 
unoccupied Crown land, farm or settlement—the area 
concerned would be just the same and, therefore, the 
difficulty and costliness of effective fire prevention and 
fire protection measures would be just the same unless, 
of course, the land is valued according to the name 
given it, rather than to the purpose it serves or who 
happens to hold the title to it.



‘Much of the area is of no scenic interest, scarcely 
known to the public, is just useless scrub, has too great 
a potential to be withheld from farming, cattle grazing, 
timber logging, mining, quarrying and a thousand other 
forms of exploitation which can put money into the 
pocket of someone or other.’

So what? The same kind of reasoning could apply 
to any open space. Even a hole in the ground is worth 
money to someone.

The components of biological communities which 
National Parks are intended to conserve are wedded to 
their associates, not to what we think of as scenery. For 
their protection it is just as well public access remains, 
by force of circumstance, restricted.

It would be a poor sort of National Park were it 
to contain nothing at all of commercial value. If the 
complete absence of anything convertable to currency 
were to be the criterion of availability of land for the 
purposes of a National Park we would be hard put to it 
to find a suitable site for one. Even if we thought that 
such a site had been discovered someone would be sure 
to find that it contained some tangible resource worth 
exploiting.

No. The community has come to recognise that 
the size of a National Park must be such as can 
give optimum protection to its inhabiting wildlife 
communities. It is this very requirement that can 
give cause for worry to a conscientious Service or a 
Committee of Management.

At the end of 1960 the Premier announced that his 
Cabinet had rejected the Settlement Commission’s 
scheme ‘on principle and not for any other reason’ 
(which might have been interpreted as another way of 
saying that he was not especially overawed by public 
opinion).

The three metropolitan newspapers carried leading 
articles to commemorate the Premier’s announcement.

The Age concluded its comments with the thought:

‘The Wilsons Promontory episode is a forceful 
example of the necessity for constant vigilance in 
defence of all our reserves and a reminder that 
their preservation rests primarily in the hands of 
the community.

If we want to keep our parklands we must be 
ever-ready to rap the greedy hands which reach 
out for them.’

The Sun headed its leader:

‘Let this be a warning’ and concluded: ‘Anyone 
who gets ‘ideas’ about our parklands should 
remember the tone of the Premier’s statement—
on principle.’ while The Herald observed that ‘The 
flurry paid off.’

(Mr Bolte, the Premier, had complained that 
everyone had got in a flurry over the business 
even before his Cabinet had had an opportunity of 
considering it.) But, as The Herald remarked:

‘Experience over a long time has shown that 
‘flurries’ of public opinion over parkland are most 
often justified. They are an expression of the 
people’s feeling that excuses for nibbling a section 
here and a section there must not override a 
principle of preserving our public reserves.’

These worthy sentiments appear to have made 
less impact in political circles than might have been 
reasonably anticipated. How much of the Promontory 
reserve is to be kept intact, subject to a minimum of 
human interference?

How many people can it accommodate at any one 
time without irreversibly disturbing the biological 
balance of the many types of community within it?

Sometimes an answer to such questions can be 
drawn from the recollection of past experience, 
sometimes by observation of events yet to come.

How will the Park react to a periodical and frequent 
invasion by even 60,000 visitors, their 120,000 feet 
and their 20,000 vehicles? How kindly will the wildlife 
communities respond to a maze of motor roads 
penetrating to remote corners of the sanctuary? 
What will be the effect of the several firebreaks which 
modern fire prevention and control techniques appear 
to find essential?

Questions of this kind are mentioned to introduce 
another matter which aroused intense public interest in 
1961.

Hardly had the soldier settlement controversy 
closed than a new one began. In February 1961 the 
then Minister of State Development and Chairman of 
the National Parks Authority, the Hon. A.J. Fraser MLA, 
announced that the Government had approved a plan 
which would involve the alienation for 75 years of fifty 
acres of this same National Park.

A group of prominent (but unnamed) businessmen, 
backed by overseas capital, were to be given facilities 
to invest £1,000,000 in a hotel at Pillar Point near Tidal 
River. The first stage of the project would cost £200,000.

The establishment would accommodate 600 guests 
and there would be separate quarters for a permanent 
staff of 200 and hotel executives. There would be a 
large hall to cater for conventions, conference rooms 
and a cinema, a chapel, a Royal suite for special  
guests, a main dining room to seat the 600 guests,  
a special dining room for vegetarians, indoor  
swimming pool and cafeteria, a day nursery for  
children, squash courts, table tennis facilities, indoor 
bowling alley, gymnasium and library.  Mr Fraser 
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expected the hotel to be operating by the following 
summer.

An amendment of the 1956 National Parks Act, 
passed in 1960, gave the National Parks Authority 
power to grant a lease of part of any National Park for 
a period up to 75 years provided the lessee agreed to 
erect a building thereon ‘the cost of which must not be 
less than £100,000.’

The promptitude with which the Minister’s 
announcement followed the passage of the amendment 
to the Act more than suggests the thought that the 
amendment was pushed through Parliament at the 
behest of the unnamed prominent businessmen with 
their backing of overseas capital.

There was another amendment which looked after 
the interests of the smaller local investor. It gave the 
National Parks Authority power to grant concessions to 
any person or body or persons to occupy any portion 
of a National Park for a period not exceeding 33 years. 
This amendment made no demands on the lessee to 
spend any money on expensive buildings. It was, in fact, 
intended to validate existing leases which had been 
held before the Act was passed. Under the terms of 
this amendment the store and cafeteria at Tidal River 
became legal enterprises. Their existence had been 
overlooked when the original Act was framed. As for 
the ‘million pound hotel’, if any scheme for ‘developing’ 
Wilsons Promontory National Park aroused public 
resentment this 75-year lease project did.

The reaction was prompt, vigorous and almost 
uniformly unfavourable. Obviously Victorians were not 
lacking in vigilance, but the kind of flurry which paid off 
in 1960 appeared to be ineffective in 1961.

The circumstances were somewhat different.

In 1960 Cabinet had to make its decision in the face 
of adverse public opinion. In 1961 Cabinet made its 
decision first. Public opinion was able to achieve little 
more than cause a modification of the ridiculously 
grandiose scheme. It was unable to re-establish 
Cabinet’s 1960 espousal of a principle.

Most of those who had something to say about 
the hotel project commended the proposition that 
suitable accommodation should be provided for the 
more comfort-loving visitor. Most of them, drinkers and 
non-drinkers alike, objected to a licensed hotel, mostly 
on aesthetic grounds. Few wanted the establishment 
at Pillar Point because they felt that, if built there, just 
so much more of their Park would be out of bounds to 
them or to those who preferred to take their recreation 
the harder way by camping or caravanning.

Others were worried about the sanitation problems 
which might be expected to arise were a 600-guest 
hotel to be put anywhere near the Tidal River camp site. 

The ‘village’ already had a serious enough problem on 
that account.

Some showed praiseworthy concern for the welfare 
of the promoters who, they considered, could hardly 
anticipate worthwhile dividends from an investment 
of such a huge sum on a venture of this sort at a place 
where the ‘season’ was limited to two recognised 
holiday periods of the year—Christmas and Easter. 
They reckoned that eventually the taxpayer would be 
called upon to make good the inevitable losses. That 
being the case he might as well finance the thing from 
the beginning and continue to maintain steadfastly his 
share of the ownership of public property. Interest in 
the scheme remained alive for months without anyone 
having said the last word. Even in 1964 the Government 
was being reminded about the principle.

By this time the area to be alienated had been 
reduced to ten acres and the site changed to ‘Bishop’s 
Rock’.

The expensive frills had disappeared from the 
drawing boards and the hotel (or motel—it was never 
certain which) had dwindled to a size sufficient to 
accommodate 100 guests.

The rich overseas investors remained anonymous 
and their place was taken by a single entrepreneur – a 
Dutch businessman who, for some years, had conducted 
a children’s playground and nursery in a Melbourne 
suburb, a Mr Ungar, who claimed no relationship to 
Andy, the one-time proprietor of the pub at Fish Creek.

In the end, the frustrated public were left with 
little more to say that had not been already said—and 
ignored. In fact, so many ‘red herrings’ had been 
dragged across the trail that apart from savouring the 
oppressive odour, many were left with the impression 
that the controversy devolved on the question whether 
or not the establishment should be granted a liquor 
license—which had little to do with the general 
principle of maintaining Wilsons Promontory National 
Park as a nature reserve not as a tourist resort.

The National Parks Association expressed the 
majority view of nature conservationists when it stated 
that if good-class accommodation was to be provided 
for visitors to the Park, the building should not occupy 
any of the prominent or popular scenic places so as 
to exclude the greater number of visitors from such 
places.  It should for preference be situated outside 
the boundaries of the Park and, if necessary, near the 
entrance where water supply would present no serious 
problem and where sanitation arrangements could be 
undertaken satisfactorily and without detriment to the 
welfare of the thousands who frequented the Park. The 
Association was opposed to the leasing of any portion 
at the entire Park to private enterprise. It took the view 
that, if a financial benefit were derivable from visitors 
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through providing them with amenities, those benefits 
should be retained by the Park authorities and applied 
in maintaining existing facilities or, if need be, extending 
them.

In September 1961, during a quiet interlude in 
this controversy, about two square miles of the Park 
between the Darby and Tidal River were burned.

In that same month, through the joint efforts of 
the Committee of Management, the National Parks 
Authority and the Tourist Development Authority, 
the construction of seven terrace apartments, to 
cost £13,000, was begun. The flats, designed to 
accommodate families, were completed early in the 
following year.

Some of the comfort-loving public were being 
catered for at any rate—and without the intervention of 
private enterprise.

Another event of 1961 was the opening of the £5,500 
McLennan Biological Field Station—an institution 
established by the University of Melbourne. It was built 
among the tea-tree close to the entrance gate to the 
village.

During March 1962 yet another fire wrought havoc in 
the Park. This time more than 20,000 acres of Singapore 
Peninsula and the country adjoining Barry’s Creek were 
laid waste. The Committee’s fire protection expert 
remarked that the fire was in very remote country and 
presented no danger to life and property.

As the present author and his wife happened to be 
camping at Freshwater Cove at the time, the absence 
of danger to life was not quite as apparent to them as 
it was to Mr Seaton. They were only a few miles from 
the inferno and a strong wind would soon have sent 
the flames roaring up from Chinaman’s Long Beach to 
the Cove. As for it having been no danger to property, 
this suggests the need for some rethinking on this 
interesting subject.

The National Park is ‘property’ – public property. It 
belongs to all Victorians. The living things that were 
in and on the 20,000 acres of earth burned in this fire 
were the property of the community—property that 
cannot be restored by buying replacements over the 
counter.

The fire was ascribed to lightning but the two 
campers at Freshwater Cove, who were rather weather-
conscious, noted no electrical storms in the district on 
the day the smoke first appeared.

In the following October, an interesting ‘find’ was 
brought to notice.

A party of schoolboys discovered the remains 
of an ancient shipwreck among the rocks on the 
southernmost tip of the Promontory. Mr J.S. Henthorn, 
the schoolmaster in charge of the party, concluded that 

the relics were the remains of a sailing ship which had 
been wrecked some time between 1750 and 1800—a 
period suggested by the condition of the nails and the 
nature of the timber used in the construction of the 
ship.

The remains of the wreck have endured for, perhaps, 
200 years but one cannot even guess how long they 
have rested on the rocks and sands at South Point.

There are many ships lying beneath the waters off 
Wilsons Promontory which, some day, may be loosened 
from their graves on the sea bed and delivered by the 
winds and waves of that turbulent ocean. Perhaps, 
some day, there will be a tourist track to the site of 
these relics at South Point.

The next episode worth chronicling is the visit to the 
Park in January 1963 by the Victorian Attorney-General, 
who returned from his excursion fired with enthusiasm 
for ‘unlocking’ the National Park. It was his opinion that 
the Promontory should be developed in the manner of 
the one million acre Kosciusko State Park in New South 
Wales (which God forbid).

Had the area of Wilsons Promontory National Park 
been anything like Kosciusko’s 1,562 square miles it 
would have been big enough to safely tolerate some 
of the contemplated developments but, being as it is, 
informed opinion recognises that, as a tourist resort, 
and—to quote the Attorney General— ‘one of the 
loveliest playgrounds in the State’ it is now developed 
practically to the limit of its capacity if it is to continue 
as a nature reserve and lovely playground.

There is certainly plenty of room for a chain of hotels 
and motels licensed or unlicensed, placed strategically 
over the length and breadth of the Promontory.

The high-pressure advertising of the present day 
would ensure a steady flow of patrons, provided the 
entrepreneurs were given adequate freedom to develop 
the place in the way they wished, as has happened on 
the ski resort at Mount Buller. Private enterprise could 
be relied on to see to that.

The weekend homes for ‘suitable people’ as 
proposed by the Attorney-General would certainly 
please the suitable people which he had in mind 
although the unsuitable might not look at all favourably 
on the idea.

‘Development’ along the lines suggested for the 
Promontory could be made to rival Belgrave, Rosebud 
or Lakes Entrance, even the Gold Coast.

No. This National Park may be said to have been 
already pretty thoroughly ‘unlocked’.

The unlocking began in 1898 when Wilsons 
Promontory was first reserved as a ‘site for a national 
park’.

The speed with which development is taking place 
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in Victoria makes it difficult to forecast the future of 
Wilsons Promontory National Park.

It is a place well known to and beloved by thousands 
of citizens, each of whom would have a different 
opinion about what should be done to develop or 
even maintain its attractions – but one may be certain 
of one thing. They would be unanimous that the Park 
would have little to offer over and above what can be 
easily found in numerous holiday resorts were it not 
for the fact that it is a superb nature reserve.  It is our 
earnest hope that it will always remain protected and 
unchanged.
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