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Chapter 2: The Pastoral Runs of Wilsons Promontory

At the time, the influence of the wreck of 
the Clonmel on developments on Wilsons 
Promontory itself was only slight, but as the years 

went by the effects of settlement in the coastal areas 
of the mainland began to make themselves apparent.  
The wreck was at the only spot on that part of the 
coast which at the time could give access to the interior 
and, had the ship not come to grief there, it is possible 
that the opening up of the province would have been 
delayed for many years.

It will be recalled that Angus McMillan and his party, 
after a gruelling trek over the mountains from Omeo, 
reached the Old Port, north of present-day Port Albert 
and not far from the entrance to Corner Basin, on the 
13th February, 1840—precisely the day the Singapore 
party reached Corner Inlet.

McMillan was not the kind of man who would invite 
the public to share the proceeds of his explorations but 
the Port Albert Company was much less reticent. Others 
soon proceeded to occupy pastoral holdings in an area 
which might otherwise have remained unknown to any 
but McMillan and his employers.

By 1844 there were at least 40 holdings in Gippsland, 
carrying about 20,000 head of cattle and 62,000 sheep. 
Within a year the number of stations had increased to 
100, carrying between them 30,000 cattle and 100,000 
sheep - an astonishingly rapid development in a colony 
of which the main district centre, Melbourne, had yet to 
be properly surveyed. Most of the old ‘runs’ are scarcely 
remembered now.

The passing of the first Land Settlement Act in 1860 
began a long process of settlement under altered terms 
of tenure and acquisition. The big holdings disappeared. 
In the meantime, while they were in their heyday, they 
were rip-roaring days at places such as Alberton and 
the Old Port. A chronicler of the times mentioned that, 
because of the long delays in auctioning the land, most 
of the prospective settlers of Alberton departed for 
other places and their places were taken ‘by a swarm of 
escaped convicts, noisy men and undesirable women’.

For a time the township had an unenviable 
reputation until the police captured the convicts and 
drove the ‘riff-raff’ out of the town.

Possibly this was the time when Biddy chose to live 
on the Promontory. It did not escape the ‘pastoral run’ 
boom and Biddy would not have had to live a life of 
solitude during this enterprising period.

G.D Smythe of Alberton, the contract surveyor who 
had carried out a coast survey from Corner Inlet to Cape 
Wellington during the years 1848-49, was among the 
first of the landholders in the vicinity of the Promontory. 
In 1849 he took out an annual grazing license for 19,200 
acres on Waratah Bay - a holding which, in the following 
year, he claimed as the Cape Liptrap Run at the 

scheduled rental - and he seems to have applied himself 
assiduously to pastoral pursuits until 1859. In that year 
the Run passed to R.J Morgan, who forfeited it in 1863. 

Two years later the licence was taken up by John 
Elliot and then, in 1867 by George Black.

Richard Bennison, also in 1850, occupied the 16,640-
acre Yanakie Run which he managed to retain for about 
six years. It then came under the joint ownership of 
Mary McKeitch and Henry Davis. Three years later it 
was taken over by Hugh Reoch who held it until 1865, 
the year when the Promontory was thrown open for 
selection. 

The Bennisons were an English couple with several 
children but apparently Mrs Bennison was the only 
member of the family to survive the six years on 
Yanakie. The eldest child died as a consequence of a 
compassionate act by his father.

Mrs Bennison survived her husband by many years. 
The local people last heard of her when she held a 
‘levee’ in Melbourne - an event reported in the social 
columns of the press. She was about 90 years old at 
the time - quite evidently a lady born of hardy stock. 
A story told of one of her exploits rather confirms this 
impression - the youngest child James Abel had been 
in the Sale hospital and Mrs Bennison undertook the 
task of bringing him home to Yanakie. The track from 
Sale to the Corner Inlet fishing village would have been 
exhausting enough for most women but, undaunted, 
she continued the journey and was ferried across the 
Basin to the Homestead landing. The boat arrived 
after sunset but there was no one to meet her, simply 
because there was no means of advising her husband 
of the date and time of her intended return. The 
homestead was about four kilometres away but off she 
set with the child in her arms - a lonely walk over sand 
dunes along a scarcely defined track in the darkness 
of night with her babe for her sole companion. Those 
who know Yanakie will understand just what a feat of 
endurance this trek would have been.

Mrs Bennison is the authority for the presently 
understood meaning of the word ‘Yanakie’. She is said 
to have once explained that it was an Aboriginal word 
meaning ‘Up and come back again’- a phrase which 
becomes intelligible if one remembers that it was the 
Aborigines’ way of describing the most conspicuous 
feature of the region - the sand dunes.

The original boundaries of Yanakie and its adjoining 
Runs are not remembered with certainty but the 
incumbents of Yanakie must have had the opportunity 
of leasing the several grazing areas on the Promontory 
which had been surveyed by Thomas Nutt in 1842 and 
1843. They included a Run of 14,700 acres at Sealers 
Cove, 25,000 acres at Mount Singapore, 25,000 acres at 
Corner Inlet and 33,000 acres at Oberon Bay. In addition 



to these there was a small 4,000-acre Run at the Darby 
River. It (or at least Section 1 of it) was surveyed into 
six blocks, the coastal boundary of which was the 
northwest boundary of the Oberon Bay Run. The inland 
boundaries evidently were about three miles in from 
the coast and thus would have embraced Darby Hill and 
the river flats back to the foot of the western side of 
Mount Vereker.

As some 22,000 acres at the southern end of the 
Promontory was reserved and excluded from grazing 
and selection it is apparent that approximately 200 
square miles of land was involved. As this was about 
40 square miles in excess of the total area of the 
Promontory proper it is obvious that the Corner Inlet 
Run must have included a large tract of the Yanakie 
Isthmus. The boundary between Yanakie Station and 
the Corner Inlet Station doubtless lay along what was 
termed ‘the settled area line’ which was drawn from the 
Yanakie landing to a point somewhere along the bank of 
the lower reaches of the Darby River.

The Darby River formed the south boundary of the 
Yanakie Station. To its north was the 34,000-acre John 
Hugh (or Foster) Run. This run was acquired at auction 
in 1865 by Joshua Cowell but forfeited by him three 
years later. It extended from the south-east of the 
Hoddle Ranges to the shore of Corner Basin. To its west 
was George Black’s Tarwin East Run of 15,360 acres 
and next to it, on the south side, was the 38,000-acre 
Shallow Inlet Run.

The existence of Darby River Run is hard to explain. It 
appears to have been something of an enclave. Perhaps 
its 4,000 acres was reckoned as being economically 
equivalent to the manyfold larger Runs which adjoined 
it. However, it seems to have existed as a separate 
entity for only a relatively short time—probably much 
less than nine years, during which time, if it was 
occupied at all, it was possibly held by a man named 
Darby. Unfortunately the records examined have 
thrown little light on this early phase of its history. 
Darby is but a name.

In July, 1859 Maxwell Drew applied for the lease of 
the Run and his correspondence with the Commissioner 
of Lands tells a very little about it.

Drew mentioned that the distance from Darby 
River to Bolter’s Bay beach was about eight miles. The 
track, presumably, was the surveyed access road to 
the Oberon Bay Run. The distance given indicates that 
Bolter’s Bay is what is now known as Leonard Bay.

Although Drew believed that Reoch, who was at 
the time in possession of Yanakie, had no interest 
in the Darby River Run, he was probably mistaken. 
His application was refused and the Run must have 
remained as a kind of appurtenance to Yanakie or, 
possibly, to the Shallow Inlet Run.

Settlement schemes in the early days were more 
in the nature of experiments undertaken in the light 
of all the mistakes and difficulties experienced during 
the years of administration from Sydney (and London). 
Some of the experiments were more successful than 
others but the occupants of marginal lands such as 
those south of latitude 38°45’ were inclined to be more 
optimistic than businesslike.

The Government was anxious enough to keep (and 
increase) settlers on the land and, to this end, Victoria’s 
first Land Settlement Act was passed in 1860—just 
five years after the establishment of responsible 
government in the new Colony which itself had come 
into being in 1850. One of the consequences of the 
Act was the alienation of more than four million acres 
of Victorian Crown lands, and this entailed some re-
definition of the boundaries of many of the Runs as and 
when they were relinquished by their occupants.

The Government’s closer settlement policy seems 
to have crystallised by 1865 and one result of that long 
process was that the Promontory Runs were thrown 
open for selection. R. Goldsborough and Hugh Parker 
took over Yanakie from Reoch. With Noyes as manager 
they held it for four years.

John and Will Baragwanath applied for and obtained 
the Sealers’ Cove Run which they held for almost six 
years. They took up residence on the rocky, windswept 
and storm-wracked headland at the northern end of 
Sealers Cove—probably overlooking Five Mile Beach 
and the Cove.

About the time of their arrival there the collier Natal 
was wrecked on the beach, off Rabbit Island, and John 
and his brother bought the rights to the wreck. With 
the material thus acquired they built and equipped 
their homestead. They also built ‘a sweet-lined carvel 
quarter-decked boat with two masts’ and named her 
Lily.

Twice a year John and Willy would sail to Port Albert 
for supplies. The Port was at that time a small fishing 
village of two general stores, a bank, bakery and Custom 
House.

Occasionally they would sail to Melbourne, tying 
up at Andersons Inlet on the first night out and, next 
day, making their landfall at Little Dock in Melbourne. 
These trips were made for the purpose of disposing of 
the produce of the ‘Station’. Whatever this might have 
been is hard to imagine unless it was animal pelts. The 
boat would not have been big enough to carry timber 
in merchantable quantity and, in any case, the timber 
in the region of Sealers Cove had been milled out in the 
1840s when Van Diemen’s Land timbermen extracted 
most of the Blackwood for ship building and other 
constructional works.

The mill operated by Turnbulls Company of Port 
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Albert was almost certainly still operating during the 
period of occupation of the Run by the Baragwanaths 
and consequently the place would not have been quite 
as lonely as would otherwise have been the case.

The Sealers Cove Run, like the other Promontory 
Runs, was intended for cattle raising and fattening, but 
coast disease defeated the Baragwanaths.

Oddly enough, wild scrub cattle survived in good 
condition. This phenomenon seems to have inspired 
nearly all the cattlemen of the early days to persist in 
grazing stock on the Promontory. If the scrub cattle 
could thrive why should not their beasts?

The reason is not far to seek.

The wild cattle were few in number. They could roam 
free wished and their choice of food was quite varied. 
Baragwanath used to shoot them for meat in preference 
to shooting his own scraggy beasts.

After struggling on for a few years on his Sealers 
Cove Run he gave up and crossed to the Corner Inlet 
Run where he settled at what is now known as Barry’s 
Hill. He is said to have built himself a substantial home 
there. From there he moved across the Basin to a 
property on the Agnes River at Toora. Ever optimistic, 
he took his cattle with him to the Barry’s Creek station 
and supplemented his income by fishing.

The fish were sold to the Chinamen who, at that 
time, were squatting wherever they could find a niche. 
They smoked the fish and built up something of an 
export industry, especially in smoked squid.

According to one informant he also grew Boxthorn 
(for hedges) and Opium Poppy (for the Chinese) and 
Digitalis but it is just possible that these horticultural 
pursuits were undertaken not on the Promontory but 
over on his selection at Toora. He took up this selection 
after he abandoned the Corner Inlet Run.

Had he cultivated them on the Promontory the 
species would almost certainly be in evidence there 
today. They are not. However, Boxthorn flourishes in 
waste places in the Yarram district and the Foxglove 
(Digitalis purpurea) used to be widespread in the 
Strzelecki Ranges and probably still is. It could well be 
that the plants are descendants of Baragwanath’s stock.

John must have been a man of outstanding character 
and personality if such qualities can be gauged by the 
extent of the myths and legends which have grown up 
around his memory. A little of his personal history will 
help to show where the myths begin and end.

He came from a family of sail-makers in Hayle in 
England. One of his grandparents was an apothecary 
and physician and John, born in 1830, took more than 
ordinary amount of interest in his grandfather’s drugs 
and his medical pursuits, an interest which he preserved 
throughout his life.

When the father died the two boys and their mother 
migrated to Victoria in 1853. The three of them took 
part in the gold rushes and found themselves at Talbot 
(Gippsland) where they became unsuccessful miners. 
After that adventure they went prospecting and Mrs 
Baragwanath kept cows to supply milk to the miners, 
a venture that for them was far more lucrative than 
mining or prospecting. As a result of some trouble 
with a squatter over a matter of depasturing their 
cows on his ‘station’, John took up the matter with 
the government of the day and managed to persuade 
the authorities to establish ‘common’ which would be 
available to all.

After this upset, the family came to Melbourne and 
bought more cows which they ran on the Keilor plains, 
west of Melbourne, and from there they were taken 
to Maryborough. In 1865, when the Promontory was 
thrown open for selection, they moved to the Sealers 
Cove Run. From here they went to Corner Inlet and 
finally to the Agnes River selection. Descendants of the 

Early settler’s grave at Yanakie. 
Photo courtesy Historic Places, Department of Sustainability and  
Environment, Victoria



Baragwanath livestock are still to be seen grazing on the 
lush pastures of South Gippsland.

John was a man of many parts. His hand-made lathe 
was a precision instrument which was well known 
wherever John travelled. He could build a boat or a 
house as well as the next man and his knowledge of 
materia medica served him often in the out-of-the-way 
places he chose to live.

Legend has it that he used to work into the early 
hours of the morn and, to avoid a restless sleep from 
over-tiredness, he would mix himself a carefully 
measured concoction of ether and chloroform—a 
somewhat drastic soporific!

In later life he developed a heart condition and 
for which he took the digitalis he himself cultivated 
and extracted. His pharmaceutical pursuits gave rise 
to a number of legends about him. One was that he 
operated an illicit still and overlanded the grog across 
the Promontory or shipped it by sea in the ‘Sweet-lined 
Lily’ to the eastern shores where he traded it to passing 
mariners.

A first thought is that it is an unlikely story. Who 
would want to buy illicit grog when the real thing was 
so cheap and available in plenty in most ports? Yet it 
was a fact that unlicensed stills and grog running were 
not unknown in those days. A newspaper report of 
about 1882 records the case of the sale of a half-decked 
sailing boat. Its new owner docked it for repair and re-
fitting and discovered that it housed a still in first-class 
condition. What caused the owner to abandon it and 
leave it in the boat was not revealed.

John married Mary Anne Ivey and there were two 
children—Anne and Lucy. Mary Anne survived her 
husband by many years and died at the ripe age of 100. 
Their two children lived on the Promontory until the 
family moved to Toora.

The elder daughter, Anne, married Mr Chitts, a 
government contractor who was concerned with the 
construction of a number of the public works which 
were undertaken towards the end of the century. Mrs 
Anne Chitts may be remembered by some people 
still living by the title she earned — ‘the Mother of 
Northcote’, the woman who, as midwife, brought into 
the world half the population of the growing town of 
Northcote.

Her sister Lucy was, at the time these notes were first 
written [1950s], still alive. Then in her late nineties, she 
was alert enough to recall much of the past.

Mrs Lucy Moor of Welshpool was the aunt of the late 
William Baragwanath, the one time Victorian Director of 
Mines and Government Geologist and he was thus the 
son of John’s brother Willy.

One last story of John Baragwanath is worth telling. 

On an occasion he was present in company and a 
member of the group was anxious to ingratiate himself 
with the rest by referring every now and again to his 
friend, Mr Barrygoanna. After enduring it for some 
time John burst out ‘For God’s sake man, call me Barry’ 
and so it was. They henceforth called him Barry to the 
satisfaction of all. The South Corner Inlet Run became 
known as the Barry’s Creek Run and the site of his 
homestead as Barry’s Hill. Even a waterhole on Yanakie 
Isthmus is known as Barry’s Waterhole—suggesting 
that the run most likely extended well to the east from 
Barry’s Hill.

What of the other runs on the Promontory?

Perhaps something of interest could be learned 
about them were the early official files still available, 
but some of them have been lost and such sources 
of information as remain are discoverable mostly by 
chance.

The 25,000-acre Mount Singapore Run was sold by 
auction in January 1864 to Mathew Hervey and, during 
that same year, it passed successively into the hands of 
four other owners. Four years later it was forfeited to 
the Crown. A certain Count de Castlemaine acquired it 
in 1878 but two years afterwards it was again forfeited.

For a reason equally obscure the adjoining 25,000-
acre South Corner Inlet Run on Corner Basin remained 
unoccupied until 1876 when Baragwanath moved 
across to it from Sealers Cove. Why he first selected 
Sealers Cove is hard to say. His homestead was built in 
a locality which was within easy reach of the site of the 
timber mill that had operated off and on at the Cove 
since the early 1840s. When he abandoned the Run in 
1871 milling was resumed with renewed vigour.

The Oberon Bay Run was taken up by James Fraser 
while his younger brother David held the Shallow Inlet 
Run. This latter station apparently extended from Sandy 
Point to the south and must have been contiguous 
with the Oberon Bay station in one direction and with 
Yanakie in another. Possibly it had absorbed the Darby 
River Run.

Although they were associated with the Promontory 
for about as long a period as the Baragwanaths, very 
little legend has grown up around the Frasers. Their sole 
memorial on the Promontory is Frasers Creek which 
empties into Oberon Bay about midway along its length.

The two brothers arrived in Melbourne from 
Scotland in October 1858 when James was aged 22 and 
David 17.

By this time the first wild enthusiasm of the gold 
rush days had abated somewhat and the Frasers do 
not appear to have become involved in it in any way. 
Gold fever was being steadily displaced by land fever. 
Whatever may have been their occupation during their 
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first few years in the colony it was not until about 1869 
that they appeared on the Promontory as landholders.

According to his grandson, Mr C.K. Fraser, David 
Fraser occupied the Shallow Inlet Run but he has no 
knowledge of the actual period of his occupancy.

In April 1865 it was purchased by D.S. Warren and 
held by him until 1869 when it was forfeited and, at the 
subsequent auction, acquired by George Black. Black 
held it until about 1870 when it was again auctioned.

This sequence of owners suggests that David Fraser 
must have taken it up in or after 1870. It is unlikely that 
he was the occupant prior to Warren because David 
would have then been under 24 years old—rather 
young and inexperienced to have undertaken the 
responsibilities of running a pastoral station. By 1870 he 
would have gained all the experience he needed.

It is quite probable that the 1869 amendment to 
the Land Act provided him with the opportunity of 
becoming a landholder in the district and that he 
took up the lease of the old Shallow Inlet Run and the 
southern part of the Yanakie Isthmus at the same time 
as Baragwanath transferred his interests from Sealers’ 
Cove to Corner Basin.

James Fraser’s occupation of the Oberon Bay Run 
would have been contemporaneous.

The brothers used their holdings merely as cattle 
runs. By the late 1870s they were among the leading 
citizens of the Yarram district so evidently they lived in 
that district and operated their Promontory Runs more 
or less seasonally. Just how much of the Promontory-
Yanakie Isthmus they held between them is hard to 
say but it could well have been that their joint leases 
included the old original Yanakie Run, the Shallow Inlet 
Run and the Oberon Bay Run.

By 1878 Yanakie had absorbed the 15,360-acre 
Tarwin East Run and the 19,200 acres of the Cape 
Liptrap Run—an expansion made possible by a further 
amendment of the Land Act in that year.

Old newspapers give an occasional enlightening 
mention of the pioneering families of the district but 
the references are mostly of local and passing interest. 
For example, it may be noted by those eager for news of 
events of a bygone era that ‘a brother of Messrs James 
and David Fraser, in March, 1879, during a visit to South 
Gippsland, drove the first vehicle to “Muddy Creek”’—a 
place now known as Toora. Presumably he drove it from 
Yarram over a track that was barely negotiable.

At Yarram, in 1881, David is credited with having 
entered a sweepstake for the best cheese. The report is 
rather ambiguous but it may be inferred that David was 
running dairy cows at Yarram at that time and reckoned 
he could win a sweepstake on the quality of the cheese 
he produced on the farm.

The settlers of South Gippsland found cheese a 
useful dairy product. In their day the roads were so 
bad or even non-existent that there was little to be 
gained from milk as a commodity. When converted to 
cheese it was a much more durable foodstuff which 
could survive the long journey to the Melbourne 
market. Baragwanath, too, became an expert cheese-
maker at his Toora selection. He may have done some 
experimenting while he was on the Promontory.

In 1883 James Fraser was playing cricket for South 
Gippsland. He would have been 47 at that time and 
probably as fit as a fiddle. A couple of years later he was 
gracing the Vice Presidential chair of the newly formed 
Yarram Mutual Improvement Association—a cultural 
organisation which undertook and sponsored debates, 
recitations, the reading of classics, concerts and the like.

Trivial as these references are, they show that the 
Frasers were part of the Yarram community during 
those years. Their interests in the Promontory, if they 
were still maintained, were not residential at any rate.

Old newspaper reports carry items of historical 
interest far removed from the main theme of this 
book but one of them seen by the author seems worth 
quoting partly because it refers to a character who, 
among many others, had much to do with one of the 
various ‘developments’ to which Wilsons Promontory 
was to be submitted. It shows, too, that larceny has its 
funny aspects.

In 1883 Mr A. J. Smith—at the time licensee of the 
Port Albert Hotel and some 17 or 18 years later the 
promoter of the Mount Hunter tin mines—caused a 
man to be charged at the Palmerston Court of Petty 
Sessions with having purloined nine of his turkeys.  
The magistrate fined the culprit 25 shillings and made 
out an order that he keep the turkeys! Doubtless 
everyone, other than A. J. Smith, was amused.

The growth of Yanakie by absorption of adjoining 
Runs had its parallel in George Black’s acquisitions some 
years earlier. He seems to have been a land-hungry 
individual but there is no record of his ever having 
added Yanakie to his collection. Born in 1813, he was 
the second son of a famous Captain of the Black Watch 
and consequently a descendant of the renowned 
Highland Chieftain, Black Macgregor.

George was firm in the belief that there was ‘money 
in mud’ and he made it his business to extract that 
money from the abundance of mud on the estuary of 
the Lower Tarwin River. In course of time his pastoral 
activities became concentrated on the Tarwin. His 
homestead at Tarwin Meadows is one of Victoria’s 
historic places. Its founder died in 1902.

Agriculturalists hold Black in kind memory for his 
introduction of strawberry clover into this country. 
They may also thank him for most of the feral cats that 



still roam the countryside. The story goes that from 
the homestead window he was wont to gaze out on a 
hillside paddock seething with rabbits—the progeny 
of a few he had introduced to the district in the early 
days. His solution to the problem of getting rid of them 
was, to say the least, unusual.  He shipped a boatload 
of starving cats from Melbourne. They decimated the 
rabbits in no time. Unfortunately there were either 
not enough cats or too many rabbits and a sufficient 
number of each species survived to remain the bane of 
every generation of landholder in South Gippsland.

In 1862 Black took out a license for the 15,360-
acre Tarwin East Run and in 1867 acquired the Cape 
Liptrap Run from Elliot. In 1869, when Black was adding 
the Shallow Inlet Run to his domains, McHaffie was 
acquiring the Yanakie Run from Goldsborough and 
Parker. He appointed E. M. Millar as his manager. Before 
the year was out Black had a total of 75,900 acres—the 
Tarwin East, Shallow Inlet, Toluncon, Tarwin West 
and Cape Liptrap Runs--but the breaking up process 
commenced in the following year. Yanakie, too, was 
caught up in the changing tide of ownership and, as 
mentioned above, Black relinquished Tarwin East and 
Cape Liptrap in 1878 and those Runs were added to 
Yanakie.

McHaffie had large holdings on Phillip Island and King 
Island but when the Phillip Island Run was reduced to 
about 500 acres he looked elsewhere for land and chose 
Yanakie. The annual rental was almost nominal.

When Reoch occupied it in 1862 he paid slightly less 
than £50 per annum or roughly three farthings per acre 
per annum. Sixteen years later, when it had expanded 
to 51,200 acres (80 square miles) by absorption of the 
Cape Liptrap and Tarwin East Runs, it was rated at £125 
per annum. Even at this price—about a halfpenny  
per acre per annum—it proved unprofitable.

It took a long while for these landholders to absorb 
the lesson that a few hundred acres of good soil, if well 
managed, will ensure a better living than thousands of 
acres of sand. Mud was much more productive as Black 
was quick to realise.

The Government, too, had been slow to learn but by 
the mid-eighties it must have reached the conclusion 
that it could get as much revenue (or more) by allowing 
forfeiture of the big Runs. At any rate, in 1884 the Land 
Act was once more amended. The Promontory Runs 
were abolished in favour of grazing leases. McHaffie 
must have resigned his interest in Yanakie by this time 
for his one time manager, Millar, was evidently the 
holder of the title to the residue which was left after 
the licensed areas had been resumed—an area of about 
13,000 acres. Only a portion of it was retained under 
pre-emptive rights established by the Land Act of 1869.

During his lifetime Millar had been a familiar figure 

on Yanakie and on the Promontory since 1869 when 
McHaffie took over the Station. Like many a countryman 
of the times he was a keen naturalist and especially 
interested in minerals. His managerial duties would 
have led him into almost every accessible part of the 
district and during these excursions he generally took 
the opportunity of searching for specimens for the 
collections of the scientific gentlemen of the time—
particularly minerals, which were duly submitted to 
the Department of Geological Survey. For example, at 
the Yanakie Landing he collected small garnets, green 
and blue sapphires, topaz, zircons and small almandine 
rubies, all of which had their source in the detritus from 
the granite which underlies the Tertiary sands present 
thereabouts. He certainly did not miss the mineral 
cassiterite from which tin is derived.

R.A.F. Murray, who undertook the geological survey 
of that part of Gippsland in 1875–76, acknowledged his 
indebtedness to Millar for much of the information he 
had gleaned about the mineralogy and topography of 
the Promontory and for the assistance he had received 
in the course of his survey.

Writing in 1875 Murray used the term “Old 
Homestead” in reference to the Yanakie Station, so 
presumably McHaffie had utilised the new Station 
headquarters established years earlier by Bennison—
a site which had become known as the “New 
Homestead”. It was some seven or eight miles to the 
north of the old place. It became the centre of activities 
of the pastoralists of a new generation and is, of course, 
now absorbed into the lively community of Yanakie, the 
last township on the way through to Tidal River from 
Foster or Fish Creek.

When the Soldiers’ Settlement Commission 
was preparing Yanakie for settlement in 1952 the 
homestead building was demolished, despite objections 
by a number of the local folk who had come to regard it 
as the epitome of the history of settlement in that part 
of the State.

In its time it was a stately home with teak and 
mahogany fittings, embellished with relics of the many 
wrecks which had occurred of the Promontory. 

The original homestead of Bennison’s day was 
a much more modest building which was situated 
somewhere in the vicinity of an area which, in the 
early 1940s, was selected as the site of the Yanakie 
aerodrome. The nearby lagoon now known as Cotter’s 
Lake or Cotter’s Lagoon used to be known as the 
Homestead Lagoon.

The unpredictability of the predilections of man 
are well enough illustrated in the birth and decay of 
his communities. Yanakie township was expected to 
grow up on the west shore of Corner Basin at the place 
known as Townsend’s Point (a place not to be confused 
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with Townsend’s Point on the south coast of Latrobe 
Island, close to the actual entrance to the Basin).

The township was duly surveyed but as it was never 
officially proclaimed, no land auction was ever held. The 
place gradually became a quiet nook for holiday makers 
who preferred a measure of seclusion.

The place used to be the haunt of amateur 
fishermen, one or two of whom had gone to the trouble 
of defacing the charm of the place with shacks and 
cabins which they built for their private use on this 
public reserve.

The Yanakie Landing is one of the few places in 
Victoria where grows the rare plant called the Crimson 
Berry, Cyathodes juniperina. It belongs to the Epacrid 
family of plants which includes the State’s floral 
emblem—Pink Heath (Epacris impressa).  As well as 
being a somewhat rare plant, Crimson Berry has the 
distinction of being one which links the flora of Victoria 
with that of Tasmania. Several species of Cyathodes 
occur in the island State but in Victoria only one of them 
his survived the subsidence of the Bunurong Range 
which once linked the two land masses.

At Townsend’s Point the Crimson Berry grows  
to the stature of a small tree, sometimes nearly  
twelve feet high. Small shrubby specimens are to be 

seen within a few feet of the water’s edge where, in 
summer time and early autumn, their profusion of 
crimson berries makes them an object of delight to 
those who have eyes for the beauty of such gems of the 
bush and seashore. On the recommendation of local 
naturalists the South Gippsland Shire Council  
has established a reserve to protect and preserve these 
rare plants and, provided the Council can  
get the cooperation of visitors to the reserve, they 
would be safe for a long time to come unless someone 
with a bulldozer is let loose in the reserve.

When Yanakie was eventually established it 
developed around the “New Homestead” which was 
about two and a half miles to the west of Townsend’s 
Point.

Millar’s Hut, once a landmark to travellers on their 
way to the Lighthouse by the overland route, was one 
of the outlying buildings of the “Old Homestead” and 
it was built close to the pack track which led to the 
Yanakie Landing on the shore of Corner Basin. The 
hut has long since vanished but it was situated about 
midway along what is now the north boundary of the 
Yanakie Aerodrome reserve. The ‘drome occupies part 
of the block once held in the name of Maria Falls for the 
Falls brothers who became its owner in 1892 at the time 
of the final subdivision of the Yanakie Run.

Andersons hut at Shallow Inlet, c.1910.                                            Photo courtesy Historic Places, Department of Sustainability and Environment, Victoria
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In 1887 the Government proposed to alienate the 
whole of the Promontory to settlement. There were 
plenty of applicants for the proposed holdings but a 
deputation from the Field Naturalists’ Club, led by a 
number of prominent and influential citizens, persuaded 
the Minister of Lands to abandon the idea.

Despite this apparent concurrence with public 
opinion it was not long before three brothers named 
Matthew, Alexander and James Watson applied for a 
special survey of Refuge Cove under the terms of the 
1884 Lands Act for “residence and gardening”.

The area was duly surveyed by George Hastings 
and each man applied for a two acre block. Since 
the brothers were fishermen by calling it is highly 
improbable that they had any serious intentions about 
establishing gardens at Refuge Cove. Luckily, their 
application was refused. 

In the following year Hastings was commissioned 
by the Government to survey and lay out the new 
township of Foster which was growing apace on the old 
settlement of Stockyard Creek.

This was the era of development in South Gippsland. 
Many Government townships were surveyed and 
several were even proclaimed—places such as 
Bowen, Liverpool, Palmerston, Yanakie and Seaforth. 
Others never were proclaimed. Some that were 
proclaimed were never settled as townships and their 
proclamations were rescinded.

The Government must have been optimistic about 

the possibilities of settlement on the Promontory. For 
years E.C. Mason, MLA and member for the district in 
the 1880s (and eventually Speaker of the Legislative 
Assembly) had urged the building of a railway through 
to Port Albert and Yarram.

When Parliament finally agreed to the proposal, 
land values down that way rose meteorically. In May 
1886, 163 blocks in the “township” of Liverpool, on the 
Franklin River, were put up for sale at a starting price of 
£200 per acre.

The press advertisement advised that when the 
Great Southern line came to operate “all passengers by 
rail for Mount Singapore and Wilson’s Promontory will 
embark at Liverpool in a steamer to cross the Inlet”.

Fate decided otherwise. As mentioned later, 
the Freemans bought most of Liverpool and no big 
township arose among the forest of Banksia, Tea-tree 
and Honey-myrtle. The railway siding of Bennison was 
the only structure of any permanence to recall past 
dreams of a glorious future.

Although the Government had dropped its more 
ambitious settlement scheme it still toyed with the idea 
of “opening up” the Promontory.

In fact in July 1889 a township at Mount Singapore 
was actually proclaimed. This meant that one had to be 
laid out and, in due course, Alexander Black was sent to 
undertake the task.




