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Chapter 6: National Park Committee of Management

The boundaries of the national park were now 
settled and, in accordance with a practice 
authorised by the Land Act, an honorary 

committee of management was appointed.

On page 4161 of the Victoria Gazette of the 19th 
August 1908 this notice appeared:

“Committee of Management of a reserve for a 
National Park in the Parishes of Beek Beek, Warreen, 
Kulk, Tallang and Yanakie South and of a reserve in 
the township of Seaforth and Parishes of Beek Beek, 
Warreen, Kulk, Tallang and Yanakie South for a National 
Park and on which to establish, when required, Pilot 
Stations, Lighthouses and other aids to navigation.

Whereas by Section 202 of the Land Act, 1901 it 
is provided that it shall be lawful for the Governor in 
Council or the Board of Land and Works to appoint and 
remove any number of persons, not less than three, 
or any Municipal Council, or the governing body of 
any Corporation to be a Committee of Management of 
any specified Crown land reserved either temporarily 
or permanently for any of the purposes set out in 
Section 10 of the Land Act, 1901 and not conveyed 
to or vested in trustees : Now, therefore, the Board 
of Land and Works doth hereby appoint the Honbl. 
Charles Carty-Salmon, M.P., Thomas Sargeant Hall, 
Alfred James Ewart, Frederick Race Godfrey, Joseph 
Anderson Panton, Arthur Herbert Evelyn Mattingley, 
Frederick O’Dee, Walter Baldwin Spencer, Charles 
William McLean, William Thorn and Augustus Albert 
Peverill to be a committee of management of the land 
permanently reserved by Order in Council of 25th 
February, 1905, as a site for a national park in the 
Parishes of Beek Beek, Warreen, Kulk and Tallang and 
of the land permanently reserved by Order in Council 
of 18th August, 1908 as a site for a national park and 
for sites on which to establish when required Pilot 
Stations, Lighthouses and other aids to navigation, in 
the Township of Seaforth and the Parishes of Beek Beek, 
Warreen, Kulk, Tallang and Yanakie South.”

(Signed)  J.E Mackey, President. 
 J.W. Skene, Member. 
 (Dated) 18th August 1908.

So, in these few words, the area to be managed and 
the names of those who were entrusted with the task of 
its management were made known.

Walter Baldwin Spencer, C.M.G., M.A., F.R.S. – later 
to be invested K.C.M.G. – Professor of Biology at the 
University of Melbourne, had been a leading figure in 
the campaign for the dedication of the national park. 
Like his predecessor at the University, Sir Frederick 
McCoy, he was closely associated with the scientific 
societies of the time and had been President of the 
Field Naturalists’ Club of Victoria in the years 1891–93 
and again in 1895–97.

For many years he took an active part in the 
management of the Club. He was the honorary Director 
of the National Museum. The Curator of the Zoological 
Collection at that institution was J.A. Kershaw, F.E.S., 
C.M.Z.S. who was, in fact, what would now be called 
the Assistant Director. When Spencer retired Kershaw 
became Director of the Museum.

At its first meeting, presided over by A.J. Ewart, D.Sc., 
Professor of Botany at the University, the Committee of 
Management elected a chairman and a treasurer and 
appointed an honorary secretary. Spencer was chosen 
as Chairman and he held that office up to the time of his 
death at the age of 69 in South Patagonia in July 1929.

The Hon. Charles Carty-Salmon, member (and later 
to become Speaker) of the House of Representatives, 
President of the Australian Natives Association and for 
some years a member of its Board of Directors, was 
appointed to represent that Association.

The A.N.A. had played a prominent part in the 
deputations and political discussions which preceded 
the establishment of the Park – a part it shared with 
the Royal Society of Victoria, which Dr T.S. Hall was 
appointed to represent.

Prof. Walter Baldwin Spencer, scientist and chairman of Wil-
sons Promontory NP Committee of Management in the early 
20th century. 
Photo courtesy Historic Places, Department of Sustainability and Environment, 
Victoria



Hall, too, was a member and, during the years 1901–
3 had been President, of the F.N.C.V.. He died suddenly 
in December, 1915.

Carty-Salmon died in September,1917.

Ewart represented the F.N.C.V. and became its 
President in 1909–10. He remained a member of the 
Committee of Management during his lifetime. On the 
death of Spencer he became its Chairman, a post he 
occupied until he himself died in September 1937.

A.H.E. Mattingley, C.M.Z.S. was an officer of the 
Department of Trade and Customs which at the time 
of his appointment to the Committee was a State 
Department, but his appointment as a member of the 
Committee was designed to give representation to 
the Australian Ornithologists’ Union, of which he was 
a foundation member. He was also a member of the 
F.N.C.V. which he had joined in 1895.

His long association with the Victorian natural 
history societies and his intimate knowledge of the 
Victorian scene led to his being recognised in the Lands 
Department as a valued advisor on matters affecting 
national parks. In later years he was simultaneously 
a member of the Committee of Management of 
Wyperfeld National Park.

His death in October 1950 terminated more than 42 
years of continuous membership of the Committee of 
Management of Wilsons Promontory National Park.

Both W. Thorn and A.A. Peverill were also public 
servants—Thorn a district surveyor in the Mines 
Department (he later became Chief Draftsman in 
the Lands Department) and Peverill a member of 
the Closer Settlement Board and thus an officer of 

the Lands Department. Each continued to represent 
departmental interests up to the time of his retirement 
from the Service.

Peverill was elected Treasurer of the Committee and 
continued in that office until shortly before his death in 
April 1930. For a number of years he also represented 
the Department on the Committee of Management of 
Mount Buffalo National Park and of Studley Park. He 
was at one time President of the A.N.A..

Thorn, who died in February 1933, was a member 
of the F.N.C.V. for more than thirty years. He retired 
from the public service in 1928 and, although he 
remained a member of the Committee, from that time 
he was no longer regarded as qualified to represent 
the Department. On their retirement from the Service 
both he and Peverill were, in fact, requested by the 
Secretary for Lands to resign from the Committee, but 
their fellow members asked that they be permitted 
to remain. The matter of their resignations was not 
pressed.

F.R. Godfrey was also a member of the F.N.C.V. and, 
in 1904, President of the Zoological and Acclimatization 
Society of Victoria, which he was appointed to 
represent. However, he was aged 62 at the time of his 
appointment and served on the Committee for little 
more than eighteen months. He died in 1910. In earlier 
years he had the distinction of being a friend of John 
Gould, the bird man.

His death created the first vacancy, and towards 
the end of October 1910, Dudley Le Souef, Director 
of the Zoological Gardens, which was operated by the 
Zoological Society, was appointed in his stead. Some 
of the fauna introduced into the Park in the early years 
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was obtained through the good offices of Le Souef, who 
remained a member of the Committee until he died in 
September 1923.

C.W. McLean was an engineer in the Ports and 
Harbours Branch of the State Department of Trade 
and Customs and, evidently, was appointed to 
represent that Department, which had an interest 
in the Promontory by virtue of the fact that the Park 
included several reserves “for pilot stations, lighthouses 
and other aids to navigation”. He was still a member 
up to the time of this death in January 1933 although 
he had long since retired from the public service. His 
contacts with the marine fraternity were of some value 
to the Committee. Through him they were enabled, on 
occasion, to use the services of the lighthouse supply 
ship Lady Loch for transport of official visitors to the 
Park and, when the project for purchasing a motor 
launch was being examined, McLean’s advice was 
sought. His report on Jessie was so favourable that 
she was duly bought for £136 in 1915. Unfortunately, 
however, no one could get the motor to work—not even 
the engineers and mechanics of the Marine Branch. The 
Committee was eventually obliged to purchase another 
engine. Once they got Jessie operational she gave good 
service for sixteen years. She was sold for about £70 to 
a satisfied customer in May 1930.

F. O’Dee, the then President of the Piscatorial Council 
of Victoria, was appointed to represent that body and 
this he continued to do for more than 23 years.  
When he died in December 1931, Kershaw advised the 
Secretary for Lands that “as the streams of the Park 
were not regarded by the Committee of Management 
as suitable for the introduction of native fishes it did 
not seem desirable that the Piscatorial Council should 
continue to be represented on the Committee.”

Wilfred Agar, M.A., D.Sc., F.R.S., Professor of 
Zoology at the University of Melbourne and, at the 
time, President of the Royal Society of Victoria, was 
nominated in his stead. He was duly appointed in April 
“to represent Australia’s leading scientific society”.

J.A. Panton was well known as a police magistrate. 
At the time of his appointment he was President of the 
Royal Geographical Society. He died in December 1914.

Finally, there was J.A. Kershaw, F.E.S., and later 
C.M.Z.S.. Kershaw was never officially “gazetted” as a 
member of the Committee of Management although, 
at its first meeting, he was appointed as honorary 
secretary by the Committee itself.

He had been secretary to the conferences of the 
combined scientific societies during the years in which 
they had campaigned for the dedication of Wilsons 

Field naturalist group at the Prom, 1920s.                                        Photo courtesy Historic Places, Department of Sustainability and Environment, Victoria



Promontory as a national park. He also acted as 
secretary of the Wilson’s Promontory Committee which 
had come into being at the public meeting held in the 
Melbourne Town Hall in 1904, and consequently was 
well known to those who had interested themselves 
in the campaign. His position at the Museum gave him 
certain advantages which would have been denied to 
most others and, of course, he was acquainted with the 
members of the Committee by virtue of their common 
affiliations.

He continued as secretary of the Committee up to 
the time of his death in February 1946—almost 38 years 
in all, and during that time he held office in a number of 
Melbourne’s scientific societies, including as President 
of the F.N.C.V. from 1913 to 1915 and of the Royal 
Society in 1918.

In 1911 Spencer sought his appointment as a 
member of the Committee, but the request was 
refused at the direction of the Minister of Lands, who 
considered there were already too many members on it. 
In his opinion, membership of the Committee should be 
limited to seven, but the decision appears to have made 
little difference to its operations. Members came and 
went but continuity of policy was assured. The honorary 
secretary remained to outlive all but one of the original 
team – Arthur Mattingley.

It was not long before the urbane Kershaw became 
virtual manager of the Park. He was sometimes 
granted an honorarium but, generally speaking, funds 
were rarely buoyant enough to permit any excess of 
generosity.

Those who had but brief contact with Kershaw 
described him as a cold, humourless man, but his close 
associates on the Committee, even if they too may have 
thought so, were content to let him direct affairs—
something he did very effectively and efficiently.

The Committee had little precedent to guide it in its 
task if managing a wildlife refuge and scenic area.

The national park concept was still, in the 
early 1900s, something of a novelty, and wildlife 
management a matter of but limited public interest. 
Policy and practice were things to be established.

Most of the members were interested, even 
specialists, in one or another field of natural science and 
natural history, and hence it was a foregone conclusion 
that the management of the Park would be strongly 
biased in favour of nature protection and wildlife 
conservation. The Committee, nevertheless, did not lose 
sight of the important but secondary function of the 
Park as a tourist resort, a place wherein the public at 
large would be free to wander and seek to understand 
and appreciate something of the wonder of unspoiled 
nature.

The first Committee was appointed for no set term. 
In those Edwardian days life was, perhaps, a more 
leisurely affair than it is in these modern times and 
there was no reason to suppose that the men who 
accepted the task of managing the State’s first big 
national park would over-exert themselves or maintain 
their first glorious enthusiasm long enough to become 
a nuisance to the Government. Should interest or 
enthusiasm wane the Committee could be allowed to 
die out and so pave the way for reversion of the Park 
to its former more lucrative usage. That was what had 
happened at Tower Hill near Koroit.

That scenic wonderland and world famous geological 
monument became Victoria’s first national park—a 
place actually dedicated as a permanent public reserve 
by special Act of Parliament in 1892—sixteen years 
before Wilson’s Promontory became a national park. 
Unfortunately its dedication came about thirty years too 
late. By the time the Act was passed much of the glory 
of its scenery had vanished before the onslaught of the 
fires, axes and guns of the early settlers. However, the 
Government of the day dutifully sponsored an act to 
ensure its reservation and appointed a Committee of 
Management to function in perpetuity—the Council of 
the Borough of Koroit.

Each successive panel of councillors knew, and 
probably cared, less and less about the significance 
of its charge until finally its identity as a national 
park became overshadowed by its fame as a site for 
quarrying road metal and as a leasehold cattle run. 
After almost seventy years as a neglected, abused and, 
by most, forgotten national park, the Act was repealed. 
The old volcano is now a game reserve under the 
control and management of the Fisheries and Wildlife 
Department.

A similar fate might have befallen Wilsons  
Promontory National Park had its Committee of 
Management been chosen differently. By good 
fortune the leading men on the panel were almost all 
dedicated nature conservationists who knew they had 
the confidence and, indeed, the active support of the 
scientific bodies they were appointed to represent.

It was generally considered that, so long as 
the system of direct representation endured, the 
views of those citizens who, through their scientific 
organisations, had nurtured the idea of the national 
park as a nature conservation reserve and wildlife 
sanctuary, would be heard and understood.

As time went on, though, the situation gradually 
changed and one by one the allied societies became, 
so to say, disenfranchised. Those responsible for the 
initial appointment could scarcely have anticipated 
the longevity of the appointees. The “dying out” 
process took over forty years, a circumstance which 
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presented the Lands Department with a succession of 
problems, not the least of which was that of keeping 
the Committee from becoming something in the nature 
of an exclusive club.

The Minister’s decision in 1914 to limit the number 
of members to seven could not be made effective until 
1923. Le Souef’s death in that year left a vacancy which 
could not be filled without disregarding the instruction 
but Peverill’s continuance on the Committee after 
his retirement as an official of the Lands Department 
required that something be done to restore the 
Departmental representation to its original level. 
Accordingly, the Secretary for Lands and Director of 
Land Settlement, W. McIver, was appointed in January 
1929. Six months later Sir Baldwin Spencer died, 
reducing the Committee to the stipulated maximum of 
seven members – not counting the honorary secretary.

McIver had been a member for less than two years 
when he too died, and in December 1930 his place as 
a nominee of the Lands Department was taken by W.J. 
Northey, the Melbourne District Lands Officer.

As at December 1964 Mr Northey was still a 
member although he has long since retired from the 
Department. He succeeded Peverill as Treasurer and, 

on the death of Professor Ewart in 1937, he became the 
Committee’s Chairman, an office which he occupied for 
more than a quarter of a century.

When Peverill died early in 1931 after more than 
twenty-two years of service, the vacancy was filled, 
in the face of the Committee’s recommendation of 
someone else, by the appointment of a Melbourne 
dentist, George Finlay. He had been at one time the 
general secretary of the Australasian Ornithologists’ 
Union and a member of the Bird Observers’ Club and, 
later, became a trustee of the National Museum. His 
appointment, which was made in response to his 
personal application, dated from September 1931 
and, although resident in England since 1959, he was, 
at the time of writing these notes, a member of the 
Committee several years later.

The next original member to go was O’Dee who, as 
already mentioned, died later in 1931. His death was 
followed by that of Thorn in February 1932. His death 
made it possible for the Secretary for Lands to restore 
his Department’s representational strength to the 
desired number by appointing Evan Luly.

McLean, too, died about this time and his place 
was taken by Dr L.J. Clendinnan, a radiologist who, like 
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Finlay, had been kind enough to offer his services as a 
member. Clendinnan’s recreations included a study of 
the Sherbrooke lyrebirds.

In view of the secretary’s dedication to the idea of 
establishing these unique birds in the Park, this interest 
in them appeared to be a sufficiently good reason for 
having him on the Committee. He and Luly were both 
appointed in April 1933. Clendinnan died in 1953 and 
thus served on the Committee for twenty years. No 
lyrebirds were introduced during this time.

Luly eventually succeeded his departmental 
colleague Northey as Treasurer, an office which he 
retained until he voluntarily retired from the Committee 
in March 1954 with almost twenty-one years of service 
to his credit.

Ewart was the next original member to pass on. His 
death closed 29 years of continuous membership.

In 1936 he resigned from the Field Naturalists’ 
Club after a disagreement over a matter which at 
the time must have seemed important enough to 
persuade the club that it would be better represented 
on the Committee of Management of the Park by 
some other nominee. Ewart refused to withdraw in 
favour of anyone else and he adroitly dodged further 
embarrassment by announcing that the Committee, 
by its own decision, had long since abandoned the 
principle of representation of individual organisations 
and hence he could see no reason why he should make 
way for a Club successor because he in fact no longer 
represented the Club and had not represented it for 
some years past! He had merely neglected to advise his 
sponsors.

The decision referred to by the Professor must 
have been made subsequent to the appointment of 
Professor Agar about four years earlier for, on that 
occasion, Kershaw wrote to the Royal Society of Victoria 
to congratulate it on having secured the honour of 
appointment of its President to represent the Society 
on the Committee of Management.

In point of fact it was the last of such appointment. 
Later vacancies were filled either by men appointed 
to represent some government departmental interest 
or public institution or by an individual who was 
expected to bring to the Committee some special talent 
which would be likely to serve the interest of park 
management.

Although in the years that followed the F.N.C.V., in 
common with its associated private organisations, had 
no officially recognised spokesman on the Committee 
of Management of the Park they had caused to be 
created, it continued to exert some influence through 
those of its members who happened to be appointed 
to the Committee from time to time. That link was 
severed in 1957 when Crosbie Morrison retired to take 

up his duties in the newly established post of Director of 
National Parks.

With Ewart’s death the Committee lost not only an 
original member but, as well, its botanical authority. 
The F.N.C.V. asked to be permitted to nominate a 
successor but apparently, on the advice of Kershaw, 
the appointment went to an engineer in the person of 
Colonel N.C. Harris, D.S.O., M.C., M.Sc., A.M.I.E. (Aust.) 
Commissioner of Railways. His appointment dated from 
November 1937 and endured for over 23 years. He 
retired in April 1961.

Kershaw no doubt gave the advice on the ground that 
natural history interests were adequately represented 
by Mattingley and himself. Zoology was catered for by 
Agar and himself, Ornithology by Mattingley and Finlay 
and, furthermore, two members—Mattingley and 
himself—were members of the Field Naturalists’ Club 
and Agar and he were members of the Royal Society of 
Victoria.

Oddly enough, the appointment of someone 
conversant with ecology, geology or physiography 
seems not to have occurred to those who sought some 
sort of balance in the distribution of talents or interest 
among the personnel of the Committee.

In the thirtieth year of its existence the Committee 
comprised W.J. Northey, Chairman; E. Luly, Treasurer;—
both officers of the Lands Department—A.H.E. 
Mattingley—an original member who still was regarded, 
by the Ornithologists’ Union at any rate, as representing 
that organisation: G. Finlay, dentist and one-time bird 
observer; Professor W. Agar, zoologist; L.J. Clendinnan, 
medical practitioner, radiologist and student of the 
life history of lyrebirds; N.C. Harris, engineer and 
Commissioner of Railways; and of course, Honorary 
Secretary J.A. Kershaw.

The Promontory is part of the Shire of South 
Gippsland and, naturally enough, the residents of the 
districts within that Shire took more than the average 
amount of interest in the developments which were 
taking place within the Park.

The farming community had a pecuniary interest 
in it inasmuch as some of them regularly tendered for 
grazing rights in the Park.

The growing tourist traffic appealed to the traders 
as a source of income and therefore something which 
could be regarded as an investment. A proportion 
of every penny spent by a visitor to the Promontory 
remained in the Shire and, to that extent, it was good 
business to encourage that kind of traffic.

From the earliest years the local Progress 
Associations had recommended developments of 
various kinds, among them a government chalet near 
Mount Singapore and later at the foot of the Vereker 
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Range. They supported the Committee in its pleas for 
finance to build an overland track to the Park and, 
when that objective was realised, to build a better one. 
Sometimes, according to the temper of the times, a 
Progress Association would be at loggerheads with the 
Committee over a matter of policy but the Committee’s 
views always prevailed. It took over thirty years to 
convince the Lands Department that it might be worth 
including on the Committee a spokesman for local 
interests but, having been convinced, the new policy 
was put into effect by the appointment of the Hon. 
Herbert Hyland, M.L.A.

Hyland was, at the time, parliamentary 
representative of the electorate which included the 
national park. His appointment in November 1940 was 
made possible by the retirement of Professor Agar in 
April 1939. He remained on the committee until April 
1949, and upon his retirement J.G Jones, a Councillor 
of the Shire of South Gippsland, took his place. Jones, a 
butcher of Foster, was familiar enough with some of the 
problems of management of the Park. He had grazed 
cattle there some twenty years earlier.

He retired from municipal affairs late in 1959 but 
continued, in a private capacity, as a member of the 
Committee until 1965. His place, as the Shire’s official 
representative, was taken by Cr. J.H. McDonald who 
functioned in that capacity until he ceased to represent 
the South Gippsland Council.

The Committee during the war years had little to 
do and what had to be done was mostly arranged by 

Kershaw with the assistance of the Chairman (Northey) 
and the Treasurer (Luly) but the post war years brought 
with them problems and worries of a novel kind.

The five-year occupation of the Promontory by units 
of the Australian Military Forces produced some of 
them and, so far as the general public was concerned, 
the most important one was that of restoring the place 
to a condition which would permit it to be used once 
again as a national park.

It passed back to the control of the Committee on 
the 1st February, 1946. On the 17th February, Kershaw, 
after a long spell of ill health, died.

Until his successor, H.J. Griffin—an officer of the 
Lands Department—was appointed in the following July 
the Treasurer, Evan Luly carried on.

The Committee set its mind to making the best use 
of what the army had left behind and, fortified with 
about £2,400 [$4,800] compensation received from 
the Commonwealth, it evolved the idea of a “village 
settlement” at Tidal River. The huts, stables and other 
buildings of the wartime base camp were remodelled 
and brought to a standard acceptable to holiday-makers. 
Fortunately for all concerned the acceptable standard 
was not impossibly high, mainly because most people 
had been conditioned by several years of partial austerity. 
They were just commencing to readjust themselves to 
unrationed food, clothes and petrol and the day when 
they would want to spend their holidays basking in the 
luxury of a million pound hotel was yet to come.

Wilsons Promontory NP boundary fence, c.1920.                           Photo courtesy Historic Places, Department of Sustainability and Environment, Victoria



In the spring of 1947 the Committee reopened 
the Park to campers and caravanners and, two years 
later, a terrace of cabins was ready for occupation by 
those who preferred cabins to tents. The question 
of the survival of the Park’s wildlife was a matter of 
some public moment but the committee was not very 
happily situated to make an authoritative assessment 
of what actually had survived the occupation by the 
Commandos. Mattingley was the only naturalist on the 
Committee but he was now much too old to carry out 
a useful tour of inspection. However, C. W. Brazenor, 
the mammalogist at the Museum, was available, and 
in July 1948 he accepted appointment as an additional 
member of the panel.

In February 1950, he led a team of scientific 
investigators who spent a fortnight studying the fauna, 
flora and tourist facilities of the Park. Their report 
rather confirmed the generally expressed view that the 
Park was in need of a measure of rehabilitation and, as 
opportunity occurred, new members were brought on 
to the Committee to infuse it with some new ideas or, 
possibly, to break the old traditions and make it a little 
easier to adjust its thinking to meet the demands of a 
generation of people eager for the kind of holiday the 
Promontory could well provide.

In June 1949 the well-known naturalist Phillip 
Crosbie Morrison, a Trustee of the National Museum, 
became a member. In February of the following year E. 
R. Torbet of the Forests Commission joined the panel, 
and in December 1950 the Manager of the Government 
Tourist Bureau (W. T. McConnell) was appointed 
to fill the vacancy created by the death of Arthur 
Mattingley—the last of the original members.

Fires in the Park had always been a problem and, 
doubtless, it was hoped that Torbet—a specialist in fire 
prevention and fire control measures—would provide 
the guidance the Committee needed. There were some 
who believed that it was not so much advice that was 
needed but funds, to put into effect the fire protection 
measures already widely accepted by most authorities. 
Sad to say, the Park was burned by one of the biggest 
fires in its history during Torbet’s term of office. He died 
in 1956 and his place was taken by R. T Seaton, the 
Forests Commission’s new Fire Protection Officer.

The death of Clendinnen early in 1954 caused a 
vacancy which was filled by the appointment, in April 
1954, of Balcombe Quick, a Melbourne surgeon who, 
presumably, was to be accepted as the Committee’s 
adviser on the public health aspect of camp sites of the 
kind which was fast developing at Tidal River.

In the following October L. B. Mercer took Luly’s 
place as the nominee of the Lands Department. By 
now it had become an established practice for the 
Committee’s secretary to be an officer of the Lands 

Department so that, when Griffin transferred to another 
Department, in September 1948 his place was taken by 
W. R. Harris who, after almost three years in office, was 
succeeded by A. C. Allen. He remained in the position 
until May 1953 and was followed by W. W. Walsh. L. 
Gibney succeeded him, and two and a half years later, 
in August 1955, E. Kennedy took over the duties. None 
of these men was able to exercise the same authority as 
Kershaw. The structure of the Committee had evolved 
to a state where its Secretary was no longer the virtual 
managing director of the Park. Although successive 
secretaries since Kershaw’s day have functioned for 
relatively short periods, the record for brevity of 
membership of the Committee is held by M.J. Harkings 
who came on to it in March 1957 to represent the 
Government Tourist Bureau. Eight months later he 
resigned as a consequence of his becoming the Bureau’s 
nominee on the then recently created National Parks 
Authority. G. Hindle, the then manager of the Bureau 
took his place on the Committee.

The National Parks Authority [was] dominated by 
government departments, and it soon established 
a policy whereby departmental interests were 
represented on the Committees of Management of the 
several national parks which it controlled. It endorsed 
the principle of representing local interests as well and 
it even conceded the value of including individuals as 
‘private’ members — people who had no official status 
but who were regarded as capable of contributing 
something of value towards the management of a 
national park.

When the Committee of Management of Wilsons 
Promontory National Park finally agreed to allow itself 
to be governed by the National Parks Authority several 
new appointments were made.

The 1914 directive about limiting the number of 
members to from five to seven no longer applied. The 
Committee could be as large or small as the Authority 
considered necessary. At the same time an important 
new principle was adopted. Henceforth, appointments 
were to be for terms of three years.

In August 1960 J.G. McDonald, Councillor of the 
Shire of South Gippsland, was appointed in fulfilment 
of the policy of having an official representative of local 
interests. His predecessor as the Council’s nominee, 
J.G. Jones, remained as a “private member”. Jack Jones, 
now in his 80s, had roamed the Promontory since 
boyhood and consequently was credited with knowing 
as much about the topography of the place as any living 
person. Being a firm believer in what had come to be 
called “controlled burning” his views on fire protection 
measures did not entirely coincide with those of his 
colleagues.

L.B. Mercer continued as the nominee of the Lands 
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Department while E. Kennedy of the same department 
remained as Secretary.

In recognition of his long service to the Committee, 
the Chairman W. J. Northey, although since May 
1946 no longer an officer of the Department, was 
reappointed and continued as a private member. 
George Finlay, for the same reason, was retained as a 
nominal member “on leave of absence”. Norman Harris 
was reappointed for the same reason, too, although 
he had some time ago retired from the Railways 
Commission. When he eventually withdrew from the 
Committee his place was taken by K.G. Hardcastle in July 
1961. He was an architect to whom the old Committee 
had been much indebted for past architectural services. 
He came onto the panel as a private member.

Balcombe Quick, the surgeon, and Charles Brazenor 
(who eventually succeeded to the Directorship of the 
National Museum) were retained as members, the latter 
as the nominee of the Trustees of the Museum and the 
former as a private member. R.T. Smeaton continued 
as the nominee of the Forests Commission and George 
Hindle, whose appointment was recommended in 
November 1957, was confirmed as the nominee of 
the Tourist Bureau in October 1960. At the same time 
two new appointments were made — J. McNally, 
M.Sc., Senior Biologist of the Department of Fisheries 
and Wildlife as the nominee of that Department, and 
Roy Cooper, a company accountant better known to 
naturalists as an ornithologist, as a private member.

For some time the Department of Fisheries and 
Wildlife had no official representation because McNally 
succeeded Brazenor as Director of the Museum when 
he retired in 1962, but this situation was rectified in 
mid-1963 by the appointment of J.K. Dempster to 
represent the Department. The official nominees or 
representatives (and the rather thorny problem of 
whether they were to be accepted as the one or the 
other remained unresolved) endured as such only so 
long as they continued as officers of the nominating 
department or council, as the case may be. If the 
Authority regarded an official nominee as indispensable 
it was free to reappoint him as a private member the 
moment he severed his connection with the nominating 
body — government department or municipal 
council — and it did not have to include departmental 
nominees if it did not want to do so. However, in view of 
the composition of the Authority, it was highly unlikely 
that departmental interests were ever overlooked when 
the triennial appointments came up for review.

This record of membership of the Committee of 
Management of Wilsons Promontory National Park 
during its existence over more than half a century has 
brought to attention a number of interesting points 
which provide material for a discussion of the merits 

and demerits of national park management as we know 
it.

No one will disagree with the proposition that if we 
are to have national parks they should be administered 
to the best possible advantage of the whole community. 
Some difficulty arises when we attempt to determine 
what that best possible advantage is. It is, in fact, 
something largely speculative. What is best today is not 
necessarily best tomorrow.

Inevitably it falls to the lot of somebody to decide 
what is best and the decision may or may not please the 
majority.

In 1908 the public was persuaded that Wilsons 
Promontory should be a National Park dedicated 
with the prime object of ensuring the protection and 
preservation of the indigenous plants and animals 
of not only the State of Victoria but, indeed, of the 
whole continent and Tasmania. One can be sure that 
there were many who appreciated the absurdity of the 
proposition, but there it was. That was what the public 
had been persuaded to want.

The Committee was expected to manage the Park in 
such a way that this could be done. Kershaw, with the 
acquiescence of the Committee, persisted relentlessly 
in introducing non-endemic species into the Park with 
positive results which are now hardly worth mentioning. 
An expensive fence was built to keep them in and keep 
out the unwanted exotic species but, even while it 
remained in good repair, it failed to serve its purpose. 
It had four gates through which the public might 
enter under permit, but it was no barrier to starlings, 
blackbirds and sparrows nor to anything else that could 
fly. Nor did it stop the entry of four-legged beasts that 
chose to swim or paddle across the mud flats of the 
South West Corner when the tide was out. The Park 
eventually acquired its complement of rabbits, foxes, 
cats, hares, deer, goats, wild dogs and even, it is said, 
pigs.

Cattlemen with their horses and dogs were a 
privileged section of the community. For a small charge 
they could come and go as they wished. In fact, for 
many years, the Park was little more than a cattle 
ranch, a National Park approved by the people of the 
region only because its resources could supplement 
their incomes. Some of their employees and men of 
like inclination regarded the place as a “sportsman’s 
paradise”, a place where the national park regulations 
meant nothing so long as the park ranger was not in the 
vicinity.

The panel of amateur managers, more than 200 
kilometres from the place they were managing, had 
little hope of making much progress but, in view of 
the attitude of so many of the local folk towards the 
Park, one shudders to contemplate what might have 
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happened had those interests been vouchsafed full 
control of its management.

It took the Committee thirty or forty years to learn 
how to manage a big nature conservation reserve 
and it will probably take another thirty or forty years 
before that knowledge will be properly applied. The 
last Committee of Management was in a far happier 
position than any of its predecessors because it is 
expected to do no more than manage the place in 
accordance with a policy determined for it by a higher 
authority, and that authority, in formulating its policy, 
could if it so desired avoid the mistakes of the past and 
profit by whatever successes there might have been.

The management of nature conservation reserves is 
now recognised as a highly complex job. Gone are the 
days when it was believed that all that was necessary 
was to colonise the places with native animals and 
plants and so arrange things that the people could come 
and see them living their carefree lives amidst natural 
surroundings. Nature doesn’t work that way.

Today it is realised that if man is to derive the 
maximum benefit from such possessions they must 
be managed in such a way as to ensure that he is the 
master.

It is easy enough to criticise the Committee of 
Management for past deficiencies and shortcomings 
but who could have done much better? The members 
were guided in their approach to the problems which 
arose from time to time by the knowledge available 
to them and by the experience they themselves had 
gained. Perhaps it was not good that the appointments 
should have been for life because it is difficult to break 
lifelong habits of thinking, difficult to accept new ideas 
and easy to make the occasional newcomer conform to 
established, even if unsound, practices.

The consensus of opinion of those competent to 
judge was that a vermin-proof fence across the Yanakie 
Isthmus was essential. Accordingly, a fence was built. 
It was not until the fence was almost completely 
destroyed after thirty years of existence that the 
Committee began to accept an opinion that all it 
had really done had been to make easier the task of 
controlling cattle grazing within the Park. It certainly 
had failed to prevent the entry of undesirable animals.

The Committee set out to encourage people to 
visit the Park and applied itself to this task with all the 
resources it could command. It succeeded so well in 
doing this that now the problem is how to divert the 
stream of visitors to other places.

It acquiesced in a scheme for establishing a plantation 
of exotic trees — mostly pines — in the Park. It was not 
its fault that the place is not now overrun with oaks, 
elms, poplars and pines. In attempting to solve one 
problem it almost invariably created another one.

It busied itself with the problem of erosion by 
introducing alien elements as sand-binders — Marram, 
Buffalo, Ryecorn and, worst of all, Kikuyu grasses– 
without considering the ecological disadvantages which 
could and in fact did follow follow, without taking due 
notice of the fact that the Park was the natural habitat 
of half a dozen indigenous sand-binders. It will be an 
impossible job to rid the place of kikuyu!

The Committee’s shortcomings have been generally 
excused on the grounds that the financial support given 
it from public funds was always at a bare subsistence 
level — rarely exceeding five or six hundred pounds a 
year. They simply did not have the money to put into 
effect any grand plans for development which, as it 
happens, was just as well. Wilsons Promontory is in 
process of development as a tourist resort but it should 
never be forgotten that it is something more than that.

The Committee never did have any practicable plan 
for preventing or even suppressing bushfires – but who 
did? It was not until the fires of summer 1939 ravaged 
more than half of the entire State of Victoria that 
anyone began to study the problem scientifically. The 
catastrophes which the Committee were powerless or 
ill-equipped to prevent or even ameliorate were the 
underlying reason for the evolutionary changes in its 
structure.

At the time of its inception the advice and support of 
the scientific societies and other private organisations 
its members were intended to represent would 
have been invaluable, but, as the Committee gained 
experience, it came to depend less and less on those 
resources until finally it dissociated itself from them 
entirely. It began to look for advice and assistance from 
senior departmental officials — to those who could 
deal with the technicalities of road, track and bridge 
construction, design buildings, organise tourist traffic 
and so on. It was much more convenient to have such 
people at hand on the Committee than to have to 
interview or write to them whenever some specialist 
problem arose.

So it has come about that the real management 
of the Park became the concern of the seven 
departments represented on the National Parks 
Authority — Treasury, Lands, Public Works, Forests 
Commission, Fisheries and Wildlife, Soil Conservation 
authority and the Government Tourist Bureau. The 
Park was to be managed in the way prescribed by those 
government departments and instrumentalities and 
detached observers watched with much interest the 
developments that followed as a consequence of this 
prescription.




