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 The Nepean 

Congratulations to  

Sorrento Primary School 

on its Sesquicentennial  1871-2021 

This is a landmark year in the life of State School No. 1090. From its small 
beginnings in 1871 in Kemp Cottage on the Portsea Road (no.3357) it 
moved to no 3563 for more space by 1890 but soon became overcrowded 
again. However it was not until January 1925 that it was established in 
three newly built classrooms in Kerferd Road Sorrento where it has thrived 
ever since while expanding around these rooms and the original office. 

The relationship with Nepean Historical Society has 
always been a close one. Alexander M. Robertson, 
who was Headmaster in the 1960s was also an 
early President of the young NHS so we were 
anticipating a significant celebration this month 
involving the school and the Museum. 

Covid-19 had other plans. Earlier in the year I had 
met with school representatives to supply archival 
material for a book they were publishing to mark 
this auspicious milestone in their history. 
Meanwhile Andrea Skelton, a past student and 
parent as well as being a current staff member was 
compiling a set of albums with pictures from over 
the years. The ambitious imaginings have been 
down-scaled to a small exhibition featuring these 

albums augmented 
by a display of 
memorabilia from 
our own collection. 

This will be mounted 
when regulations allow us to open the 
Museum again. Sadly it has not been a year 
for lavish celebrations. 

Bergliot Dallas 

Journal of The Nepean Historical Society 

50 Years ago - NHS Collection 

mailto:admin@nhs.asn.au


Page 2                                        The Nepean                                   Sep 2021 

 

"The beautiful spring came, and when nature resumes her loveliness, the 
human soul is apt to revive also."  

- Harriet Ann Jacobs   

I can only hope that some better weather is helping to revive your souls.  

We can advise that FOCS is now legally incorporated into NHS and we have 
had talks with Parks Vic about managing activities at the Collins 1803 
Settlement and all other interactions with Parks (eg events at Badcoe Hall) as 
a single online entity. This includes the work that will proceed with the School 
of Army Health and OCS artifacts that remain at Point Nepean. 

Thanks to Judy Walsh, who 
organised some surplus cabinets 
from The Briars that have gone to the 
Information Centre at Point Nepean. 
All part of our productive ongoing 
working relationship.  

With Sunday’s disappointing 
roadmap announcement it looks 
highly unlikely we will be able to open 
the Museum anytime before 
November. We continue to liaise with 
the Shire on developments. 

Given this announcement we have reviewed some of our recent decisions. As 
per last year, our AGM has been postponed until the new year. We decided at 
the beginning of the current ‘short sharp’ lockdown that we would defer 
sending out subscriptions until everyone was ‘out and about’. This is no longer 
practicable so they will go out over the next couple of weeks. 

We have been working on our online technology and I can now let you know 
that an ‘e-commerce’ capability has been 
added to our website. This is, at present, 
principally for the sale of books. It does also 
offer the opportunity to pay memberships or 
make donations online. Look for the 
‘widget’ (shown left) on the right hand side of 
our website homepage. 

 

Stay warm and stay safe. 

I look forward to seeing you soon . .  when nature resumes her loveliness. 

Clive 

PRESIDENTS REPORT 
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VISITORS TO THE MUSEUM 

. . . in what seems a lifetime ago. 
Val & I hosted some visitors at The Museum from Hastings-Westernport 
Historical Society. showing them how we display artifacts, use archives etc.  

 

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We had a lovely morning tea, talking all the time. Plenty of ideas which they 
could use in their own Society. I’m sure we shall hear from them again, we 
were invited to Hastings and naturally offered to help them in any way we 
could. 

– Annette Buckland, Vice President 

MEMBERSHIP REPORT 
We welcome the following new members to the Society: 

Jeffrey Campbell Peter & Margaret Card  Graeme Ellis 

 Jeremy & Jan Hammond Steven & Dianne Jarick 

We also welcome Jan Dwyer and Mary King who have come across from 
Friends of Collins Settlement and we hope to have more former FOCS 
members join us in the near future. 

It is unfortunate that due to Covid we have been unable to meet our new 
members. We look forward to seeing you all when we are finally able to 
welcome you to a function at The Museum. 

 - Val Stieglbauer, Membership Secretary 

Annette with LtoR, from Hastings-Westernport HS, Lois Peterson, 
Di Maloney, Anna Just and Lynn Mather - pic by Val 
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Golden Crown 

Built in 1870 by Duthie and Ross, Auckland, New Zealand. She was a 
wooden paddle-steamer with two funnels and two masts. J. and G. 
Thompson, Glasgow, supplied her two-cylinder, oscillating, direct-acting 140-
h.p. engines. Length 200 feet 6 inches. Width 22 feet 3 inches. Depth 9 feet. 
Weight 330 tons gross. Speed approximately eleven to twelve knots. 

After a chequered career in New Zealand, during which the ownership of the 
Golden Crown changed hands twice, she became the property of the 
Sorrento and Queenscliff Steam Navigation Co., a new Melbourne firm, in 
1874. 

The Golden Crown's first bay trip to Queenscliff and Sorrento under the new 
ownership took place on 19 December 1874. The Melbourne and Hudson's 
Bay Railway Co. supplied a special train from Melbourne, leaving at 9 a.m., 
to Sandridge (Port Melbourne).  

What prevented the intending passengers from catching an ordinary train, as 
we would today? There were simply no Sunday trains (or trams) in 1874, or 
for many years afterwards. The sabbatarian had cast his gloom over the 
land. A man and his family were not supposed to go on an excursion on a 
Sunday, or for that matter do anything pleasurable at all. It was reported at 
the time that many of the intending passengers on the Golden Crown's first 
trip walked to the special train from Richmond, South Yarra, and other inner 
suburbs. The Golden Crown left Sandridge at 9.15 a.m. and reached 
Sorrento, after a somewhat rough passage, at midday. 

There, a sour note was struck. 

A great number of the 220 passengers on board invaded Sorrento looking for 
a three-course meal before seeing the sights. After scrambling up the cliff to 
the Sorrento Hotel, the only hotel then in existence, they found to their 

THE EARLY BAY STEAMERS 
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. . . Cont 

chagrin that the hotel had made no provision for an influx of Sunday 
excursionists. The dining-room door remained locked; only the residents and 
a favoured few were allowed in. The Argus report ended, grimly: "as soon as 
they were finished, the famished visitors were allowed in to pick the bones, 
but the proprietor did not forget to charge handsomely for even this 
concession.” Despite this set-back, a good time was had by all, and the 
Golden Crown was voted a great success. (- see Trove HERE for full story) 

Her owners, however, became financially unsound. Reorganised under the 
name of the Port Phillip Steamship and Hotel Co. Ltd, the company 
brought out the paddle-steamer Lonsdale in 1883 and now owned both 
vessels. In January 1888 the company went bankrupt, and the ownership of 
the vessels passed into the hands of the Colonial Bank of Australasia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shortly afterwards (in July 1892) the Golden Crown was broken up. 

 Down the Bay,T.K. Fitchett 

Does anyone detect a pattern in the ‘Bay Steamer’ business 
as described in this series?  

Nepean Historical Society acknowledges and pays respect to the Boon Wurrung/
Bunurong people, the traditional custodians of these lands and waters 

We are looking for anyone interested in the history of the Bay Steamers, Shipwrecks, 
Beach Boxes, Portsea/Sorrento Properties or any other topic. . . Get in touch if 
you’re keen. . some computer skills preferable, but not essential . . We’ll teach you. 

from Trove HERE 

4 May 1888 Auction - from Trove HERE (She was passed in ) 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/11509450?searchTerm=golden%20crown
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/199332382?searchTerm=golden%20crown
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/6122316/282738
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DISPLAYS AND COLLECTION REPORT 

‘LOOTABLE GOODIES’  

‘We were pilferers, pillagers and even smugglers.’ - Suzanne Spunner 
1 

Gosh.....are these the sort of people we accept as members of our illustrious 
Society ?  

Actually, yes. And we even accept donations from them. 

The iron hulled cargo sailing 
vessel Sierra Nevada left 
Liverpool laden with precious 
cargo with a crew of 28 under 
Captain John Scott. On the 9th 
May 1900 at 2.30am, in very 
rough seas outside Port Phillip 
Heads she was wrecked. She 
broke up within half an hour. Only 
5 men made it safely to shore. 
Captain Scott and 23 crew 
members died. 

 

Dr. Suzanne Spunner with her father KJ Spunner have created a fascinating 
and very honest family history. It describes the actions of some of her family 
after the wreck of the Sierra Nevada in May 1900. She surmises that her 
family lost ‘our moral compass.’ The huge seven foot high piles of wreckage 
strewn along the back beach enticed Portsea and Sorrento ‘beachcombers’. 
Who could resist those duty free cases of fine Scotch whisky? The beautifully 
patterned art pottery? The delicate teacups destined for the Collins Street 
shops and the tables of the Melbourne well to do ? 

On 19 May 1900 John W. 
Spunner, Emily Eldred and 
John Skillen were charged for 
possessing ‘uncustomed’ 
goods. In court in June all 
pleaded guilty and were fined 
£25 each (a considerable 
amount) plus legal costs. See 
Suzanne’s book for an 
interesting discussion about the 
scapegoating of ordinary people and other smuggling tales. 

Suzanne launched Lime in the Blood Salt in the Air Land in Mind at Sorrento 
Museum in April 2021 between pandemic lockdowns. (See the review in the 
previous Nepean.) 

 

Sierra Nevada - from SLV HERE 

The Age 7.6.1900 - from Trove HERE 

https://viewer.slv.vic.gov.au/?entity=IE934897&mode=browse
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/190051261/18519749
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DISPLAYS AND COLLECTION cont. 

Suzanne and her aunt Susie Wishart decided at this time to gift three items of 
pottery that ‘came into the possession’ of John William Spunner of ‘Hillholme’ 
after the wreck of the Sierra Nevada in 1900. These pieces came down 
through the family to the present day. All are from Staffordshire potteries of 
that time who produced ‘superior’ pottery. 

The dinner plate is a 
beautifully ornate piece by 
Ashworth Bros in the Old 
Japan Vase pattern. It glows 
with its Imari colours and 
gold detailing. It is very 
special. 

The second piece is rather 
curious – a chunky two 
handled ‘character’ vase 
depicting a red bearded man 
with a hat. Suzanne 
suggests he might be one of 
the red headed medieval 
kings. 

The third piece is a lovely 
Intarsio Ware specimen 
vase. Decorated by hand at 
Shelley Potteries it is in the 
Art Nouveau style with 
flowers and tendrils in brilliant jewel colours. Frederick Rhead was the 
designer and artistic director of this range. 

We are most fortunate to have these three special pieces with their most 
interesting provenance. Thank you Suzanne and Susie. 

They are on display now in the Gallery section along with some other pottery 
from the Sierra Nevada. Come and see these when the museum opens 
again. 

Joy Kitch 
Collection Coordinator 

NOTE: The Sorrento Museum is licensed to hold shipwreck artifacts. 
1 KJ &SS Spunner – Lime in the Blood Salt in the Air Land in Mind 

If you’re interested in helping with  the fascinating items in our collection, 
including our extensive collection of shipwreck artifacts - contact Joy . 
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Four years ago or more, we received an enquiry from a Danielle Clode in 
South Australia about Longford Cottage in Blairgowrie. We found the 
property in our records associated with a lady named Edith Coleman, which 
interested the researcher, although she would have liked more information 
than we could provide. 

A year or so later 
on a holiday trip 
(remember 
those?) I met Ted 
Montfort, who 
said that his family 
had spent many 
happy holidays at 
Longford Cottage, 
rented and then 
bought by Dorothy 
Coleman.  

When it came on 
the market soon 
after, I was able to 
arrange for us to 
visit the cottage, and subsequently 
worked on a history of the property 
which had been owned by some interesting people. I presented this at an 
NHS meeting, and gave copies to Ted and the outgoing and new residents. 

I learned only last year that Danielle Clode is an award-winning writer and 
biologist with a very wide range of interests, including all aspects of natural 
history, sailing the world’s oceans, France, and the status of women over the 
years. Her very personal and enthusiastic style draws the reader along with 
her on research journeys. Having just read one of her books, ‘In Search of 
the woman who Sailed the World’, I was delighted to find another, ‘The 
Wasp and the Orchid: The remarkable life of Australian Naturalist Edith 
Coleman’ (so named because of her discoveries regarding the fertilisation of 
orchids). So that was the reason for Danielle’s contact with us. 

Edith Coleman was certainly remarkable. A 13 year old English girl who 
emigrated with her family in 1887, she became a teacher but had in those 
days to retire on marrying, so was ‘just’ a good wife, housewife and mother of 
two daughters. However, a very early interest in natural history gradually 
became a passion and was transformed by patient and systematic 
observation into scientific knowledge, study and record-keeping of such a 
standard that she was told more than once that her name should be Darwin! 

RESEARCH ROVINGS 

Longford Cottage - from Shire of 
Flinders Heritage Study 1997 
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She corresponded with and was 
admired by well-known scientists all 
over the world, and also wrote articles 
for the Field Naturalists Club of 
Victoria (of which she was an early 
member), magazines, and major 
scientific journals. 

The biography includes 14 of Edith’s 
beautifully descriptive articles, and the 
last, written in 1951, the year she died, 
is ‘Winter Visitors to a Blairgowrie 
Garden’: the garden of Longford 
Cottage, which her daughter Dorothy 
had been lent by her friend Anne 
Montfort, and later bought. Edith loved 
the sea, and found the back beach to 
be ’a naturalist’s paradise’. Once 
confined to house and garden she 
wrote ‘Even illness has its 
compensations, one of them being 
that one may sit idly in the sunshine to 
watch the birds without feeling culpable’ 
And I would say that even Covid lockdown 
has its flip side, giving one more time to read books like this! 

Edith and Dorothy Coleman are buried in the Sorrento cemetery. 

Janet South,  

Archivist and Research Officer. 

 

‘The Wasp and the Orchid: The remarkable life of 
Australian Naturalist Edith Coleman’  is available 

from Pan Macmillan Books HERE 

 

‘Winter Visitors to a Blairgowrie Garden’, first 
published in The Victorian Naturalist Vol. 68 No. 
3 of July 5 1951 p.47 soon after her death on 
June 3rd, is available on our website HERE 

RESEARCH ROVINGS cont. 

Edith Coleman from NLA HERE 

https://www.panmacmillan.com.au/9781760554286/
https://nepeanhistoricalsociety.asn.au/edith-coleman-naturalist-1874-1951/
https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-150662751/view
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CONVICT STORIES FROM 1803 

MILDRED ROSE HARRISON . . . continued 
(Convict) 

On 4th June 1804 Mildred Harrison received her Absolute Pardon having 
spent a little over a year in Australia as a convict. This may have been partly 
expedited because of her relationship with Lt Charles Menzies. 

By this time Lt. James M 
Johnson is well established 
in Hobart Town with a lease 
grant of 100 acres on 
Humphrey’s Rivulet (current 
day Glenorchy) which he 
named “Burchanger Farm” 
and another two acres on 
Macquarie Street in central 
Hobart, near the Marine 
Barracks and other grants to 
several “Serjeants of the 
Royal Marines”.  

Lt Charles Menzies departed 
for England on 23rd May 
1805 from Port Jackson, 
aboard the Investigator to 
continue his service in the 
Marines. (From Trove HERE) 

He asked Lt. James Johnson, 
still in Hobart Town, if he 
would go to Port Jackson and 
collect Mildred Rose 
Harrison and his son 
Charles Harrison Menzies to 
set them up in Hobart Town, 
Van Diemen’s Land. 

In April 1806  Lt James Johnson returned to Hobart Town with Mildred and 
her son Charles aboard the Estramina. 

By the orders of Governor David Collins, Lt James Michael Johnson is made 
a Captain of the 159th Co. of the Royal Marines, in recognition of his work in 
the colony.  

So Mildred sets up home with her son Charles and now Captain James 
Johnson in Macquarie Street, Hobart.  

Map from SLTas HERE 
Note: neighbour to the Nth is Matthew Bowden  

First Assistant Surgeon on HMS Calcutta 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/626780?searchTerm=menzies
https://librariestas.ent.sirsidynix.net.au/client/en_AU/all/search/detailnonmodal/ent:$002f$002fARCHIVES_DIGITISED$002f0$002fARCHIVES_DIG_DIX:AF396-1-242/one?qu=AF396-1-242&qf=PUBDATE%09Year%091809-1852%091809-1852
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Cont... 

On 18th January 1807 Maria Harrison, daughter of Mildred and, presumably 
James Johnson, is baptised at St. David’s in Hobart Town by Reverend 
Knopwood. 

Later in 1807 Mildred’s son Charles Harrison Menzies 
nearly died from being burnt by the fire.  

Unfortunately for Mildred, Captain James Michael Johnston was called back 
to England in September 1807 eight months after his daughter was born.  

James did make arrangements, before he left for Mildred and the family to 
remain in the cottage on the 2 acres leased in Macquarie Street. It is not 
known what happened to the farm. 

At home with her two children worse was to come with Maria being killed. 
Burnt to death when her clothes caught fire. Maria was buried at 2 years, 6 
months of age on 17th August 1809 by Reverend Knopwood at St. David’s. 

Having been left by two Royal Marines, Mildred changed 
tack and took up with the by now pardoned HMS Calcutta convict William 
Williams. In a continuation of her run of ill fortune she had a child with 
Williams in September 1809 who was stillborn.  

As seen in Part 1, Mildred married William Williams at St David’s, Hobart, on 
6th November 1809. Things were looking up . . . Or were they? 

    . . . to be continued 

UPCOMING NHS STREET STALLS* 

 Sorrento Blairgowrie Pt Nepean Mkt 

November 6th 20th 21st 

December 4th 18th Sat 18th 

January ‘22 1st 22nd 16th 

*Where allowed under Shire restrictions 

from SLTas HERE 

from SLTas HERE 

https://librariestas.ent.sirsidynix.net.au/client/en_AU/names/search/detailnonmodal/ent:$002f$002fNAME_INDEXES$002f0$002fNAME_INDEXES:1077656/one?qu=maria&qu=harrison
https://librariestas.ent.sirsidynix.net.au/client/en_AU/names/search/detailnonmodal/ent:$002f$002fNAME_INDEXES$002f0$002fNAME_INDEXES:1175684/one?qu=maria&qu=johnson
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