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                                      PRESIDENT’S REPORT    

 
The sudden loss in June of NHS Life 
Member Don Ewart has left us deeply 
saddened [See p8]. 

Thanks to many hours of work by volunteer 
Clive Smith and a generous $1,000 donation 
from the Rotary Club of Sorrento the NHS 
Archives’ computer system has been 
upgraded and made secure. This vital 
system stores our thousands of records and 
images. Thanks also to Doreen Parker and 
Maggie Broadhead for their contributions to this upgrade. 

Long serving Heritage & Planning Group member Robert Hannah is 
taking early retirement. Congratulations, Robert, on your 90th birthday 
and thank you for your contribution over time 

The Museum Building Extension and Storage Facility ... slowly, 
slowly … this month Architect Steve Hofer came to inspect with Shire 
technical officer AND last week two engineers bored a hole for soil 
inspection. Our State and Federal Parliamentarians are investigating 
possible funding and Ward Councillors Hugh Fraser and Bryan Payne 
are providing ongoing support. 

Doreen Parker, who as former President initiated the building 
extension process and guided us through the Shire maze, has just left 
our shores, and will be missed. (See also Archive report p.10) 

Page �2



The Anna and John Alexander School History Awards  
We are very pleased that our invitations to participate in these new 
awards have been enthusiastically accepted by Sorrento Primary 
School, St.Joseph’s Sorrento and Rosebud Secondary College. Each 
will select a deserving student. John and Anna were deeply 
committed to educating the community about our precious heritage.  

50TH  ANNIVERSARIES COMING UP SOON:  

September 1967 THE OPENING OF THE SORRENTO MUSEUM - to 
be celebrated at the AGM on 6th October. We look forward to seeing 
you there. 

December 17 1967 THE DISAPPEARANCE of PRIME MINISTER 
HAROLD HOLT at CHEVIOT BEACH – to be remembered at an event 
at Cheviot Beach. 

Also December – the formation of the SOUTHERN PENINSULA 
RESCUE SQUAD – a remarkable group which started with a borrowed 
boat and some rope after the PM disappeared. They will celebrate 
this special anniversary in November as December is such a busy 
time.  

I am sad to report that our planned speaker for the September 
meeting, local adventurer Nick Le Soeuf, passed away after suffering a 
stroke.  However, at short notice, Maggie Broadhead and Bergliot 
Dallas presented the interesting story of Albert Backius and his house 
Sandarne, in words and pictures, which was greatly enjoyed by the 
audience. (See pp.4-6 for more on Sandarne). 

Joy Kitch 
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HERITAGE WATCH 

Sadly the membership of the Heritage and Planning Working Group 
has suffered badly this year, with the loss of three of our stalwarts.  
John Alexander (founder of the group), Don Ewart and Robert Hannah 
all gave very notable service to the Society’s work over a long period. 
We wish Robert, 90 years of age in August, good health and 
prosperity for the future. 
  
The expansion of the Sorrento ferry terminal as proposed by Searoads 
involves major changes to Sorrento’s historic pier and waterfront, and 
to the town’s road traffic system and amenity. At time of writing the 
Shire Council was considering easing certain planning and heritage 
controls to facilitate the company's $15m. development. 
  
Nepean Ward Councillors were requested to “call-in” for Council 
determination the proposal to develop 16 apartments (plus retail), at 
the Sandarne property in Ocean Beach Road [See Photo.p.5]. This 
property contains an historic single-storey timber house dating back 
to important Sorrento families of the early 1900s, and was the subject 
of a Southern Peninsula News feature article in August and a 
presentation to our September general meeting.  Vehicular access at 
this site is a major obstacle to a development of this size since, unlike 
neighbouring properties, it has no rear lane [see also article p.6]. 
  
A private company is applying for planning approval to construct a 
large retail building on the site presently occupied by Mitre 10 in 
Sorrento. It would stretch for the length of the site along Ocean Beach 
Road, and back to Morce Avenue. 
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There has been a lot of opposition at recent public meetings in 
Sorrento and elsewhere in the Shire to certain planning system 
changes being introduced by the State government without 
consultation. Many NHS members and others have signed a 
community petition to be presented in State Parliament. The changes 
include an extension to the VicSmart system (which shortens the 
planning process by removing the opportunity for community and 
council scrutiny of proposals), and the downgrading of the Planning 
Policies approved for the Mornington Peninsula in 2014. 

Slow progress at the Shire in updating and completing the Heritage 
Review of Sorrento, Portsea and Blairgowrie has continued to cause 
concern. In our view the absence of satisfactory heritage citations 
since the last review 30 years ago has been partly responsible 
for the approval of some undesirable developments in this historic 
area. Our concerns have been taken up with Ward  Councillors and the 
Mayor. With some additional staffing at the Shire, there should be 
some progress soon on this front. 

Frank Hindley, Convenor Heritage & Planning Group 
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SANDARNE  

Sandarne is a place of high heritage significance for historic Sorrento. 
It is a substantially intact and rare example of a traditional Swedish 
fisherman’s cottage, located unusually in Sorrento's main street at 147 
Ocean Beach Road. Of timber construction, the house is single-storey 
with a verandah. It was built c1915, as the home of Swedish immigrant 
seaman and fisherman, Albert Backius, who designed it and named it 
after his home town in Sweden. Before settling in Sorrento with his 
second wife, Backius had led a life of adventure, sailing before the 
mast on windjammers and crossing the equator five times before 
marrying and spending close to 20 years in Portland, where he was 
naturalised in 1897. Five years earlier fellow Swedes from Sandarne, 
the Persson brothers, were tragically drowned in stormy waters at Port 
Campbell. The eldest, Axel, a widower, left a young son who was 
adopted by Backius and his wife. 

In a large shed on the property behind the house in Sorrento, Backius 
built boats, including one for Coppin's daughter Lucy, and notably, his 
own motor launch, Starlight, with which he operated fishing and 
pleasure trips for residents and visitors to this holiday resort a century 
ago. Sandarne and the Backius family are notably linked to Sorrento's 
Croad family. Thelma Backius, Albert’s daughter, married Stan, the son 
of William Joseph Croad, well known in the area for the building of 
fine limestone houses.. 

The historic significance of Sandarne has been acknowledged by the 
Mornington Peninsula Shire by the erection of a plaque in the main 
street of Sorrento at the corner of Darling Road. 

Bergliot Dallas 
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MEMBERSHIP REPORT 

We welcome the following new members to the Society and look forward to 
meeting them at  meetings and functions: 
  
Eliza Arias; John, Chrissy & Jack Beresford; Scott Boulton; Tess Ellul; 
Mark Peasley; Jan Smith. 

Our thanks to members who have renewed their subscriptions, and especially 
to those who have donated funds to help the museum keep operating 
successfully.  Your generosity is most appreciated. 

 Remember, all donations over $2 are tax deductible.  
Please notify me if you haven't received a renewal notice.  

     Val Stieglbauer 

    NEW VOLUNTEERS                                                                            

We are pleased to have five new volunteers joining our team. We 
warmly welcome them all, and appreciate the great job they are doing 
for the museum in the following areas:. 
 Eliza Arias cataloguing documents 
 Sandra Briant, Cataloguing the art collection 
 Alison Cleary, street-stalls 
 Hannah Fairbridge, Collections and Display 
 Mark Peasley, roving researcher for archives 
We still need more help behind the scenes, especially at present with 
our interesting map collection, as Frans Bos has unfortunately had to 
retire from that job.  A team of two would be ideal, but one person 
could manage it. If interested, please contact Janet South at the 
museum Tel: 5984 0255                           
      Val Stieglbauer, Secretary 
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VALE DON EWART 

Don’s passing in June has shocked Society members after seeing him 
recover from treatment last year and back contributing to the Heritage 
and Planning group.  

He had brought long and invaluable building and planning expertise 
to NHS. After an early interest in agriculture, working in the Contract 
Crops Division in H.J. Heinz and farming in Lancefield, Don joined the 
Buildings Branch of Melbourne University in 1969. For nearly three 
decades he worked there on major projects becoming Manager, 
Architecture, Property and Planning. He was responsible for planning 
the University Capital and Minor works programs as well as overseeing 
the operation of the Architectural and Computer-Aided Design [CAD] 
Services and Property Units. Involved in design and planning, 
preparing submissions for project funds and negotiating with such 
bodies as Melbourne City Council and the Historic Buildings 
Council. Don gained a reputation for ‘fairness, integrity, respect for 
individual work styles, and always being prepared to listen.’ 
 (Environs Melbourne Uni. Winter 1998).Those of us fortunate enough to 
work with him at NHS will recognise all these qualities. 

Bev Baker recalls that Don came to NHS in 1997, when Con Mullen as 
President recruited him as Manager/Secretary of the Museum. ‘This 
grew to be an enormous job, being responsible for maintenance 
requirements, applying for grants, managing committee meetings, 
liaising with the Mornington Peninsula Shire plus any other task that 
required attention. His management skills were of tremendous 
advantage to the Society. He also liaised closely with the Treasurer to 
ensure the finances were in order.’ 
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When street stalls required a coordinator, he and his wife Suzanne 
stepped up and took on this additional task. Bev sums up how we all 
saw Don – ‘a quiet unassuming gentleman who had the respect of all 
those he worked with.’ 

In recent years Don was a thoughtful member of the Heritage and 
Planning Group, meeting weekly to discuss the many complex 
planning and building issues in this ward. He acquired Shire Place-  
Making grants and coordinated the heritage interpretation of the 
Western Sister at the Collins Settlement, and the ongoing 
investigation of possible 1803 burial sites using the latest Lidar 
technology. 

In recognition of his wonderful contributions to NHS, Don was made a 
Life Member in 2012, with his wife Suzanne. NHS expresses its sincere 
condolences to her, and to their children Mark and Sarah, on the loss 
of this special man.                Joy Kitch, President 

Don Ewart, Doreen Parker and Janet South at ‘First Shot’ Celebrations held at 
Point Nepean 4 August 2014, Photo: NHS VNEP P6290.41 
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ARCHIVIST'S REPORT 

The departure, probably permanently, of Doreen Parker is a great loss 
to the Archives group and to the Society.  She has played several rôles 
over a number of years as President, Archivist, Librarian, and 'digital 
manager', for want of a better name. In spite of her husband Alan's 
long incapacity and death, and her recent absences from Sorrento, she 
has continued to oversee the library and computer matters and her 
quiet, good-humoured, rational approach, and long experience in 
library, copyright and general administration will be sorely missed.  We 
wish her well back in her home country of Scotland. 

Jan Weston has kindly agreed, to take on the library, as well as her 
present bookshop and Blairgowrie stalls duties. 

Bergliot has a new helper, Eliza Arias, to enter catalogued material 
onto the data base. 

The 'Big Mess' in the Heritage Gallery corner is gradually dwindling, 
thanks to Maggie and her team, including Rhonda (still doing our 
newspaper scrap books too) Bernie Poll, and Frank South, 'sorting' 
thousands of ship photos in the Andrew Mackinnon bequest.  Maggie 
continues to care for the photo collection in general, receiving and 
incorporating new donations and finds, filling orders for copies, with a 
sharp eye on copyright issues. 

We have recently heard that neither Frans Bos nor Mechelle Cheers is 
able to continue with their work on maps or research.  We thank them 
sincerely, and wish them well with their health problems. 
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However, welcome new member Mark Peasley has already spent three 
days at the Public Records Office in Melbourne photographing 20 
years' Rates Records for the Southern Peninsula, taking our holdings 
up to 1910, and has found some Anglican Church records in 
Mornington which we hope will be digitised by Murray Adams for 
several historical societies on the Peninsula. 

We have been able to help a number of enquirers with their questions 
re ships, quarantine, families, properties, pioneer women's 
rôles, gravesites, lime kilns, etc., but requests are fewer than in the 
past, due presumably to the internet.  Little do people know what 
gems we have stored away in our archives, often available nowhere 
else!   

Janet South,  Archivist and Research Officer 

   PROMOTIONAL STREET STALLS 

In July, we welcomed new member Alison Cleary to our dedicated group of 
stall volunteers. 
Takings for June, July and August totalled $1,787, hard-won dollars in the 
cold weather!.If you would like to support your Society, why not come down 
and buy something at the street stall?  We have some new Australiana 
products which would make perfect gifts for friends overseas. 

COMING STALLS 
       Sorrento       23 September      
       Sorrento       7 October                       Blairgowrie   21 October  
       Sorrento       25 November                Blairgowrie  11 November   
       Sorrento      9 December     Blairgowrie   23 December    

Jan Weston
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  FROM CONVICT SHIP TO PARLIAMENT 

In October 1803 two of His Majesty’s ships, the Ocean & the Calcutta entered 
Port Phillip Bay. During the following days over 450 people, comprising 
officers, marines, free settlers and convicts, some of whom were accompanied 
by wives and children, were set ashore at Sullivan Bay, Sorrento to establish a 
British colony. Under the leadership of Lieut. Gen. David Collins they set up 
camp in the area between the two headlands named the Eastern and 
Western Sisters. Among the convicts on the Calcutta was John Fawkner, who 
had been convicted of receiving stolen goods and sentenced to 14 years 
transportation. He was accompanied by his wife, daughter and 11 year old 
son John Pascoe Fawkner.  

Due to lack of fresh water, infertile ground and isolation the settlement was 
abandoned in May 1804 and moved to Sullivan’s Cove, Van Diemen’s Land. 
The site later became known as Hobart Town. The Fawkner family prospered 
in Hobart but in 1814 John Pascoe Fawkner, aged 24 years, was sentenced to 
500 lashes and three years hard labour in Newcastle for helping seven 
convicts to escape. 
 
After his release he moved to Launceston with his wife Eliza Cobb, a convict 
who had been transported for stealing a baby.  While there he built the town’s 
first two-storey building and the Cornwall Hotel, established a bakery, timber 
business, bookshop, and started a newspaper, the Launceston Advertiser. 
Self- educated as a ‘bush lawyer’ he began representing convicts and petty 
criminals in court for a minimum fee of 6 shillings.  
 
Hearing good reports of the southern coast of the mainland Fawkner planned 
an expedition to Western Port. His ship the Enterprize loaded with provisions, 
agriculture tools and plants arrived in Port Phillip Bay in August 1835 just 
three days before John Batman’s party. Fawkner and John Batman have been 
credited with being the founding fathers of Melbourne.  
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Although a teetotaller Fawkner took advantage of 
the growing colony by establishing Melbourne’s 
first hotel, and in 1838 started the first newspaper 
the Melbourne Advertiser. Whilst waiting for the 
arrival of a printing press from Tasmania the first 
nine weekly editions of the paper were hand-
written. Within the first four years of his arrival in 
the colony he had amassed a fortune of £20,000 
and in 1839 bought a 316 hectare property which 
he called Pascoe Vale. 
 
John Pascoe Fawkner was interested in the 
political and social struggles of the time and was a 

local Councillor for many years. In 1851 he was the member for Talbot in the 
first Legislative Council and held the seat for 18 years, often speaking against 
the squatters’ acquisition of Crown Lands. From 1856 - 1859 he held the seat 
for Central Province in the first Parliament of the self-governing colony of 
Victoria.                                                                                                                              

As his health declined Fawkner continued to attend every session of 
parliament, always wearing a velvet smoking cap and a cloak, becoming 
increasingly conservative in his views. He opposed manhood suffrage, secret 
ballot, payment of parliamentarians but had advanced views on the ‘rights of 
married women, deserted wives and the divorce laws.’ 
 
John Pascoe Fawkner died on 4 September 1869 in Collingwood, Victoria 
aged 77 years. During his life he had been a prisoner, baker, bookseller, 
builder, farmer, merchant, landowner, publican, newspaper owner and editor, 
and a Member of Parliament.                                                                      
References:                                                                                                                  
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/fawkner-john-pascoe-2037/text2517                                                                                             
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/re-member/details/361-john-pascoe-fawkner                                                                                   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Pascoe_Fawkner                                                   
Cotter, R. No Place for a Colony, Essien, Melb.2001                                                      
Photo: SLV Source ID:1731328 
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DISPLAY AND COLLECTION REPORT 

A most generous donation from JackandAndy’s Op Shop will enable 
us to have professional signage designed and printed to improve the 
interpretation of some of our displays. Our Roving Curator Kitty 
Owens’ recommendations can now be followed through. Thank you 
to Rhonda Fitzjohn for her assistance. 

We welcome new volunteer Sandra Briant who has been checking the 
cataloguing of our many terrific art works. Her perseverance and 
patience are much appreciated. 

In preparation for the 50th Anniversary of the disappearance of Prime 
Minister Harold Holt on December 1967 we are putting together a 
small display of some of the images and other materials held at the 
Museum. These include an old wetsuit of the type worn by Mr. Holt.  

The Southern Peninsula Rescue Squad share this anniversary, as they 
started after the PM’s disappearance.The always energetic Eileen 
Murray, an SPRS volunteer since 2003, is co-ordinating an event in 
November. When the squad moved from Sorrento to Scott’s Shed at 
Blairgowrie, NHS accepted many of their artefacts, and we celebrated 
their 45 years of achieve-ments with a museum display. 

Two of my favourite quotes: ‘There’s an idiot on every beach every day 
who is potentially going to drown – actually several idiots. ‘ John 
Sonneveld in 2007 chief SPRS helicopter pilot. ‘People seem to have a 
talent for getting themselves into trouble, especially on the coast. 
Fortunately the Southern Peninsula Rescue Squad has an even greater 
talent for getting them out of it.’ Southern Peninsula RS News.              
    Joy Kitch, Collection and Display Coordinator. 
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COMING EVENTS 

Our meetings are held on the first Friday of the month              
at 8pm in the Sorrento Museum, Mechanics’ Institute                                                      

Corner of Melbourne & Ocean Beach Roads Sorrento                    
Free and open to all  -  Tea or Coffee afterwards by donation                                                                                                                            

If you would like to join us for dinner prior to meetings  we meet at 6.15 pm                      
at Sorrento-Portsea RSL, 1-33 Hurley Street, Sorrento (off George Street). 

Friday  6 October at 8 pm  
 Annual General Meeting and 50th Anniversary Celebration 
 Please Note: We will not be meeting for dinner this evening.  

Sunday 22 October 
 History Week - Programme "Meeting Mrs. Watts"  

Friday  3 November at 8 pm - Monthly Meeting  
            Speaker: Carol Rosenhain, Melbourne writer and historian, will 

speak about her book The Man Who Carried the 
Nation's Grief , describing the extraordinary work of 
James Lean MBE, whose Records Office received 
thousands of letters during and after WWI seeking news 
of the myriad of missing soldiers. Every letter was 
answered with patience and courtesy under 
his signature. 

  Carol has selected letters which depict the grief, anger 
  and disbelief of the writers,  dramatically portraying the 
  personal  impact of war on families.  

Friday 1 December at 6 pm 
           Christmas Function - details to follow. 
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NEPEAN HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

. 
Office Bearers of the Society 2015-2016 

PRESIDENT: Joy Kitch 

VICE-PRESIDENT: Marie Clark 

SECRETARY: Val Stieglbauer 

ARCHIVIST: Janet South 

COLLECTION & DISPLAY COORDINATOR: Joy Kitch 

TREASURER:  Anna Hackwill. 

COMMITTEE: Jenny Nixon, Clive Smith, Natasha Wicks 

 

The Nepean Historical Society gratefully acknowledges the support of : 

Disclaimer: Opinions expressed in The Nepean are not necessarily those of the 
Society, whose stated values are non-sectarian and non-political.
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