In 1967 Brian and Merle Parsons purchased a parcel of land near Chewton in
Victoria. This book tells how Brian’s dream of creating a subdivision in the
bush became a reality in November 1974. And how the diverse hardy spirits

A dream realised

of the dozens of subsequent residents, brave enough to take on the adventure
of an alternative lifestyle in a unique and often difficult environment, have
created the Chewton Bushlands community. For them too, a dream realised?
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O

n a cool sunny afternoon in September
2010, a group of Bushlands residents gathered
at Jo and Paul Maher’s home at Lot 13,
Miners Hut Road, to discuss matters of local
concern with Mount Alexander Councillor
Christine Henderson.
In the relaxed atmosphere of that Sunday gathering, conversation flowed readily and many issues
of local concern were discussed. The more we talked the
more the topic centred on the environment in which we
found ourselves. Everyone at the meeting knew that the
land had been, at some time, subdivided, but none of us
really knew the history of how the area became available for development. We agreed that it’s not the usual
sort of subdivision; it’s a rather special sort of place. What
makes it so?
We realised that what we needed was to better
understand our history. Everyone had stories, recollections,
agreements and disagreements about how this or that
occurred, but there was much uncertainty. What were
the facts about how our presence on this spot—with its
spectacular views—came to be? We wanted to know more,
for ourselves and for those who would come after us. The
time for us to learn the Bushlands history and tell its story
had arrived.
We began with what we knew: in 1967 Brian and
Merle Parsons purchased a parcel of land near Chewton
in Victoria, which, when subdivided and sold, became the
entity that came to be known as the Chewton Bushlands.
The Chewton bushland, which was once part of the
Strathloddon sheep run, was almost completely deforested
at the time of the goldrush and again in the 1940s. But
the forest has returned, with relatively unspoiled and
successful regrowth. It maintains predominantly native
flora and fauna, including rare orchids, other bulbous and
tuberous plants, fungi and shrubs. It is also home to the
endangered phascogale.

PREVIOUS PAGE

Yellow Box (Eucalyptus melliodora).

PHOTO: ANTOINETTE BIRKENBEIL

Brian Parsons died on 7 January 2014. The Bushlands
community will always be grateful for his special dream
and the tenacity and resolve he brought to play to create
the infrastructure that enabled the Bushlands community
to come into being.
Shortly after Brian’s death, his son Mick met with
Cate Freeman from the Bushlands community. In Cate’s
only meeting with Brian, which had occurred some
time earlier, he related how he had lost a ‘lot of stuff’
in an accident when the Barwon River flooded. Mick
handed to Cate what was left of this stuff: papers that
included exploratory maps, the bills of purchase and sale,
correspondence from lawyers and tradesmen, house plans
and advertisements, all pertaining to the events that led
to the creation of the Bushlands subdivision. With this
collection as a starting point, volunteer members of the
Chewton Bushlands Association have assembled this
material in this book, including the personal stories of some
residents. In the concluding chapters, the characteristics
of the natural environment are explored, as is an overview
of living off grid.
A Dream Realised is an attempt to explain to
ourselves and to others that the Bushlands is much more
than just a place of kangaroos and snakes. Certainly, it is a
sanctuary for them and many other forms of wildlife, but
it is also a haven for those who have been lucky enough to
settle here.
Any attempt to explain what makes a particular
bit of bush special will depend greatly on individual
perception. By exploring our history and telling this tale,
we’ve revealed at least some of the Chewton Bushlands
secrets.
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●1 AN INELIGIBLE ESTATE

dispossessing the Dja Dja Wurrung tribes who had lived on
n 17 july 1948, john henry thomas, a local
this country for over 40,000 years.
resident and landowner, purchased a piece of
Vic Say, the Australians for Native Title and
Crown land a short distance from the village
Reconciliation representative in Castlemaine, says, ‘Dja
of Chewton and southeast of the once thriving
Dja Wurrung country extends from near Mt Macedon
community of Forest Creek. The land not far
in the southeast, north to around Rochester, then west
from Mr Thomas’ acquisition and the events
in an arc through Boort to Lake Buloke north of Donald,
that took place there have become very
south-southeast to around
famous. In 1836, the explorer
Creswick, then east back to
Major Thomas Mitchell and his
near Mount Macedon. About
associates travelled through
sixteen different Jaara clans
Expedition Pass, and in 1851,
all spoke the Dja Dja Wurrung
in nearby Specimen Gully,
language but owned separate
shepherds first discovered
territories within that boundary,
gold. When the diggers arrived
including the goldfields of
in their thousands in the 1850s,
Mount Alexander and Bendigo.’
they found that much of the
Mr E. S. Parker, the
land had already been cleared.
Assistant Protector at the
Early settlement history of this
time, wrote in his journal
area illustrates the tumultuous
that ‘The impact on the
relationship that has always
native people was nothing
existed between settlers and
shorter than catastrophe’.
this complex landscape.
As well as dispossessing
Less than twenty years
the Aborigines, the white
before that discovery of gold,
settlers used poison bait to
wealthy Europeans had begun
wipe out the native dingo and
a r r i v i n g i n S y d n e y. T h e y
caused the near extinction
were looking for settlement
of many native flora species,
opportunities; when they
such as honeysuckle and
heard the glowing reports from
casuarina. Another discovery
Major Mitchell and others,
—gold—ready and waiting to
these early squatters began
be picked up, would lead to
moving sheep and cattle onto
even further destruction.
the grazing lands around the
Writer and entrepreneur
Mount Alexander Plains. They Cairn marking Major Mitchell’s expedition
Englishman William Kelly
were not concerned with the through Expedition Pass on 29 September 1836,
wrote in 1856 that, from that
effect they had on the area: a few kilometres northwest of the Bushlands.
moment on, ‘Not a tree was
whenever anything got in their
left standing, nor a blade of vegetation was anywhere to
way, wherever they considered it necessary, they cleared
be seen’. How quickly things had changed from earlier
flora, fauna and the people. That included mercilessly
descriptions of country that ‘consisted of undulating open
forest land which has been compared, without
PREVIOUS PAGE Gold miners sluicing, Forest Creek
exaggeration, to the park scenery of an English domain’.
diggings, 1852. SOURCE: MUSEUM OF VICTORIA REF 04347
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Forest Creek diggings map of 1852 showing, centre right, Commissioner’s Camp at the end of what is now
Commissioners Gully Road. SOURCE: NATIONAL LIBRARY OF AUSTRALIA

From that moment on, ‘not a tree was left standing, nor a blade of
vegetation was anywhere to be seen’.
Even so, that bucolic description would not have fitted
the nearby hills, which consisted of less habitable terrain.
All the serious activity—the grazing, the gold digging—
was taking place on lands just a short distance from John
Thomas’ newest acquisition.
The natural geography of any region in Australia is
the most significant aspect of its history as it clearly
indicates its past and possible future. The Bushlands
geography suggests that, at that time, it was of no use to

anyone as it was not suitable for grazing; it had also failed
the test when it came to gold. For a while, the Bushlands
was left in relative peace.
The Victorian G overnment Department
of Environment, Land, Water and Planning’s Goldfields
Bioregion Benchmark for the Bushlands is Ecological
Vegetation Class (EVC) 20—Heathy Dry Forest. The soil
is ‘rocky and skeletal’ and the ‘eucalypt forest is poor in
form with an open crown cover, and an understorey that is

10
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Ruins on the original site of the Commissioners Camp, which was later moved to Camp Reserve in Castlemaine.
PHOTO: TIM PURDIE

dominated by a low sparse to dense layer of ericoid-leaved
shrubs, including heaths and peas’. There are grasses
present but they don’t provide much cover. When the
Bushlands’ tree and plant species are examined, it can be
seen that they closely correlate with the EVC benchmark.
What we see at present does differ from what can be
found in apparently long-undisturbed stands of the same
vegetation community, but not significantly.
It’s not hard to imagine what our environmental niche
might have looked like before the Europeans came. The trees
would have been larger, the understorey grassier. Creeks

would have flowed more readily during the rainy periods as
there were no dams, and the animals and plants would have
flourished undisturbed. The occasional Aborigine may have
visited. It’s unlikely anyone stayed, as there were many more
desirable places for people to settle. To understand why John
Thomas bought the land in 1948, it helps to look at a map
from that time. The one piece of land that still belonged to
the Crown was the small parcel that had been of no interest
to any buyer until Thomas bought it, the one that was
eventually to become the Chewton Bushlands.
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ohn henry thomas’ land purchase of 1948
comprised of ‘two hundred and ninety-two
acres, two roods and twenty-eight perches’. On
the registered title it states that this purchase
was a Crown grant for which he paid the
Parish of Talbot ‘three hundred and sixty-five
pounds and five shillings’. When we look at the
Chewton map dated 1926, we can see that Thomas already
owned several acres to the northwest.
If the reason he bought the land in 1948 was to
expand his domain—and this is the most likely reason—
it certainly wasn’t a very practical acquisition. Thomas
knew that mining and grazing were not options and was
also aware of the environmental damage done in the years
prior to his purchase.
In order for us to picture what the Bushlands must
have been like in 1948, it’s worth noting that, during the
goldrush years, timber from the area was taken for the
many building projects that were going on at the time

PREVIOUS PAGE Land title recording the John Henry

Thomas’ purchase of Crown Land allotment 58C
section E1.
SOURCE: METCALFE SHIRE

RIGHT Chewton village map of 1948 showing, top right,

the vacant Crown Land allotment 58C section E1
which was to become the Parsons subdivision. SOURCE:
DEPARTMENT OF CROWN LANDS AND SURVEY, VICTORIA 1948
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and for shoring up the mines; it was in the
After the Second World War, the
early 1940s that the timber was again
need for firewood began to decrease when
relentlessly harvested.
more and more households started to use
This was due to the demands of the
gas and electrical appliances for cooking, as
Second World War, a time when most
well as for space and water heating. Thus,
domestic industries, including
the Chewton Bushlands, left to
the Thompson Foundry, were
mend itself, began the process of
largely starved of coal and liquid
renewal. Thomas died in 1957, at
fuel. The box and stringybarked
which juncture title was passed
eucalypts that grew locally were
on to several of Thomas’ relatives.
seen as an answer to that deficit;
Then, in March 1965, it was sold to
as nearby supplies were depleted,
Jan Cern of Chewton. Two years
woodcutters looked further afield,
later, two newcomers arrived on
which involved venturing into the
the scene and with them came
difficult Bushlands terrain. These
a whole new vision of just what
days we are surrounded by trees
this acreage might become. These
that were obviously coppiced and
newcomers bought the land from
others that were wrenched from
Jan Cern.
the ground, leaving behind only
Brian
Edward
Parsons,
their bases and roots. Woodcarter
man age r, an d hi s w i fe Merle
Charlie Madigan, among others,
Parsons, came from Wagga Wagga
supplied wood for the foundry;
but at that time were residents of
it’s highly likely that he got much
Harcourt. The Parsons are recorded
of it from the Bushlands area.
as ow n e rs o f the Jo hn Henr y
That, in addition to the adjoining
T ho mas l an d f ro m 16 Januar y
land being owned by the Madigan
19 6 7. Bri an an d Me rl e Parsons
family, is probably the reason
came to the Bendigo, Maldon and
the area was locally known as
Castlemaine area in the 1960s,
Madigan’s Paddock.
filled with a desire to return to a
After this woodcutting TOP Brian Parsons as a young man
region in which Brian had spent
foray, what remained was total ABOVE again in 1982 SOURCE: PARSONS
much of his childhood. Trained
devastation. Stumps were left to COLLECTION BELOW and again in the year
as an accountant, Brian started
rot, others uprooted. When we before his death.
out working with the Harcourt
examine the very few big trees that
orchardists who were looking to
remain to be seen these days, we can get an
set themselves up as a cooperative. While
idea of what the trees must have once been
assisting in this endeavour he became
like. With the loss of the trees there would
interested in the fruit and vegetable business
have been a massive loss of biodiversity,
and he worked for a time at Thompson’s fruit
leading to a completely damaged ecosystem.
and vegetable shop in Castlemaine, bringing
Who would want such a piece of land? For
in produce from Harcourt.
reasons known only to himself John Henry
After purchasing the Bushlands from
Thomas did.
Jan Cern in 1967, Brian gave up on all that.
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ABOVE Bird’s eye view: Brian’s aerial photo looking north over the allotment with the boundary roughly marked
in pink. PHOTO: PARSONS COLLECTION
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It was Brian’s idea to attract city buyers who were looking for
that special bush block. Our once slightly damaged but relatively
peaceful tract was about to take on a whole new identity.
From then on he saw himself as a significant player in
the business of real estate. He had the vision and could
readily see that it was possible to approach the land
in a completely different way. Why not join in the latest
speculative trend taking place all over the state and
subdivide? It was Brian’s idea to attract buyers from the
city looking for that special bush block. Our once slightly
damaged but relatively peaceful tract was about to take on
a whole new identity. But the task he had set himself was
huge. Matters far beyond his control were happening in
the society around him.
Due to sustained economic growth from the 1960s
to the early 1970s, subdivision of property was taking
place all over Victoria. It was a moment when every outer
suburb of Melbourne was experiencing rapid residential
growth, expansion and subdivision, and every inner and
outer suburb was being subject to change, particularly
that of subdivision. Houses were needed and places to
build them had to be found. Brian was keen to take part in
that development frenzy; however, just as he was getting
started the economy went into sharp decline, partly due to
the oil crisis and partly as a result of the economic policies
of the then Labor government of Gough Whitlam.

Despite these setbacks Brian persevered. In the first
few years of his ownership he successfully approached the
Metcalfe Shire Council to have the land subdivided. As a
result, the original single title was replaced by individual
titles for each of the forty-two lots; the subdivision plan
he submitted to council was passed on 8 November 1974.
By 1975 Victoria’s high inflation and unemployment
did not bode well for the selling of lots in the Bushlands.
There were a few individuals around, however, who liked
the idea of living on the edge. They weren’t necessarily
those hippies who’d moved in down the road or who’d
been to the Aquarius Festival at Nimbin in 1973, but
they were certainly familiar with those events. They saw
themselves as alternative homesteaders, people who,
most of all, wanted to live in harmony with nature. Of the
forty-two lots available, nineteen had been sold by 1980.
Before the Parsons departed in 1981, another four were
sold to Tool Properties Australia; the rest were left waiting
for their new owners to claim them.
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B

early plans for the roads included the main ones, such as
rian parsons’ dream was to create house
the present Miners Hut Road with a few nibs leading off it,
sites on the 121 or so hectares he had bought,
and Goldspeck Gully Road, located approximately where
and then to sell them to a throng of eager buyit is now. A track weaving its way from Goldspeck Gully
ers from the city. He wanted to show them that
Road to link with Kennedys Lane in the
they could live an alternanorth, still listed as a nature reserve,
tive lifestyle, self-sufficient
was shown in preliminary drawings.
and close to nature, where
There was some difficulty in getting
they would be as free as the eagles that
approval for the link between Dishpan
he had found nesting off Mount View
Gully Road and the roads at the top of
Road. But first, those house sites had
the estate, but because of fire issues,
to be created and the feasibility of such
access was eventually granted. This
a plan had to be demonstrated.
track has become an extension of
Among his multitude of
Dishpan Gully Road.
acquaintances was a man who
Over the years original names
had access to a small plane. Brian
were also changed. Wallaby Crescent,
decided that from a plane was the
for instance, was incorporated into
most efficient way to begin mapping
Miners Hut Road, Kangaroo Court
the hilly terrain. From the air he took
b e c a m e K a ng a r o o Ro a d , Watt l e
multiple photographs of the area, and
Crescent became Wattle Road and Bush
it was from these pictures that he made
Sanctuary Road was linked to Bubbs
a plan of the most serviceable routes
Lane.
for what remains the present day road
There were a number of schemes drawn up for the
system. There were vestiges of roads and tracks already in
fourteen lot arrangement. Planning then moved on to
existence, but none of them significantly penetrated into
a seventeen lot scheme. On that plan, a road that is now
the Bushlands. Commissioners Gully Road, which runs off
Mount View Road appears in the configuration for the
Golden Point Road, dates back to the time of the goldrush—
remnants of that era can still be
seen there today—but it petered out Ups and downs: Brian Parsons’ road elevations.
well before reaching the Bushlands
Wattle
Kangaroo Road
Bush Sanctuary Rd
Miners Hut Road
Road
acreage. The same can be said for
Sparks Road in the southeast, and 475
475
475
475
Kennedys and Bubbs Lanes in the
northeast. But all this road building 450
450
450
450
came to a stop when crews were
confronted with the rugged slopes 425
425
425
425
that are such a significant feature of
our region.
400
400
400
400
Early drafts for the subdivision
were based on just fourteen lots; 375
375
375
375
PREVIOUS PAGE PHOTO COURTESY LEECH
EARTHMOVING CONTRACTING PTY LTD
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first time. There were obvious difficulties with access and
linkages in these northernmost lots. When it came to the
periphery of the estate, government road easements were a
consideration. Brian Parsons named part of the government
road easement to the north as Old Settlers Road and the
part to the southeast Bush
Sanctuary
Road.
Another
part in the south was never
constructed but it is always
referred to as the Bush Sanctuary
Road easement; the other road,
in the southwest corner, is Red
Bills Road. Before the present
forty-two lot subdivision was
achieved, a thirty-four lot
scheme was tried. Eventually,
earlier ideas for road routes
were discarded until the lots
and roads we know today were
finally decided upon.
So just who was it who was up to the mammoth task
of building these roads? Leech Earthmoving Contracting
Pty Ltd of Castlemaine was hired for the job—and what
an undertaking it turned out to be: once the roads were
in place, house sites, drives and dams also had to be
excavated. An indefatigable Brian Parsons accompanied

●3 FROM RUGGED TO RESIDENTIAL

the road builders as they moved along, thinking up names
for the tracks as they were being created.
Parsons chose names he felt fitted the locale. Thus
we have Miners Hut, Lookout Ridge, Mount View, Dishpan
Gully, Goldspeck Gully, Wattle, Old Settlers and, the only
one no longer in use, Wallaby
Crescent. He confidently had
signs bearing these names
made up by De Neefe, a
Melbourne sign company,
that like our signs, is still in
existence. These were private
roads and it was not until
quite recently that the council
took any responsibility for
their upkeep. It wasn’t until
the Mount Alexander Shire
took over from the Metcalfe
Shire in 1994 that things began
to improve, but it was not until
2003, after a local resident had persistently complained,
that the shire agreed to regularly inspect our roads and
maintain them.
When it came to the lots, drives and dams, Parsons
understood that an engineer was necessary but he also
continued on page 24
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Slicing and dicing #1: the allotment subdivided
seventeen ways. SOURCE: PARSONS COLLECTION

RIGHT Slicing and dicing #2: the submitted plan of
subdivision into forty-two lots. SOURCE: PARSONS COLLECTION
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R I B B O N S O F G R AV E L

L

iving out of town means that travelling by car is a
necessity for most residents, so the maintenance of
the Bushlands hilly gravel roads is important. It is
understood that the Bushlands roads were extremely
well engineered when first constructed as private roads. As
unsealed roads, rain and vehicle traffic have taken a toll on
their condition ever since. Ratepayers made many submissions for assistance to the Metcalfe Shire, but in the early
days, help for the Bushlands private roads did not materialise. It would appear that the Chewton Bushlands was not
a high priority in Metcalfe Shire councillors’ eyes. Rumour
has it that one resident activist, whose request to council
for assistance was again rejected, threatened that he would
arrange for gates to be installed at approaches to the Bushlands. The events of 1988 may have resulted.
In June of that year the Shire of Metcalfe wrote to
householders to indicate that in April the council had resolved
that Parsons Road (now part of Commissioners Gully Road),
Goldspeck Gully Road and Miners Hut Road would be graded
once a year, but then, in May, council decided to hold this
decision in abeyance, pending legal advice. In September 1988
council corresponded further, but this time to the owner,
who council had decided, had to adhere to its resolution of
30 October 1984 being that ‘it will not prepare a private street
construction scheme in respect of roads in the estate at the
present time, but will carry out urgent grading works as required’.
Les Thornton, artist and Bushlands resident, recalls
playing in a band that performed at Virgin Hills Winery at
Lauriston on some Saturday nights. On one such occasion the
Metcalfe shire engineer was present and requested the band
play a particular number, perhaps ‘Open Road’, Les vaguely
recalls. Subsequently, the never before seen council grader
appeared in Miners Hut Road the following Monday.
With the Kennett government’s 1994 consolidation
of municipalities, responsibility for local roads passed from
Metcalfe to Mount Alexander Shire. There was no joy for Bushlanders in this change; the roads further deteriorated, to the
extent that residents reported car damage and accidents that
they attributed to the poor state of the roads. So bad were they
LEFT Miners Hut Road gravel. PHOTO: TIM PURDIE

that some local residents installed their own unofficial speed
restriction signs, which officials later removed.
In March 2006, local resident Michael Gilles-Smith
sought publicity for the issue with an article in the monthly
Chewton newspaper, the Chewton Chat, and letters to various
agencies and politicians. His efforts were rewarded with
notification from Mount Alexander Shire Council on 4 April
that all roads in the Bushlands, with the exception of Old
Settlers Road, had been included on council’s road register
and the roads classified as minor roads would be inspected
four monthly and maintenance carried out as required.
In 2013, significant quantities of new gravel were
added to the surface of most roads and gutter drainage was
upgraded with rocks to slow the flow of run-off water. All
this was financed from Commonwealth grants available for
flood damage projects. Overall, the surfaces are better today
and last longer before corrugations develop and annoying
potholes re-emerge at corners and shaded areas
Locating a patricular property in the Bushlands has
always been a problem, especially for first-time visitors. In
the earliest days of the sub-division, properties were identified by a lot number (1 to 42) and road name. In part there
was a sequence but often a bit of luck was required to readily
locate the respective plaque that indicated the lot number.
At some stage property number were assigned to
each country property but these were seldom displayed
and generally only known to some emergency services.
Without a map in hand showing their relative location they
were of no help to the property searcher.
In the 1990s the Mt Alexander Shire implemented
the National Rural Numbering System. Green plaques with
white numbers were provided and fixed on entry gates or
posts. The number was derived by measurung the distance in meters from the start of the road to the property entrance, divided by 10. Facing from the beginning of
the road those to the left were rounded to the nearest odd
number (460 meters = number 45) and those to the right
were rounded to an even number. (750 meters = number
74). In all, it still means fairly detailed instructions to firsttime visitors or now the option that the numbers can be
found on Google maps.
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One can’t help but wonder how Brian
wa nte d the s ubd iv i s i o n to h ave it s ow n
financed the scheme. He had no business
distinct personality. In order to achieve this, he
partner and there were no shareholders. We
looked for help among Castlemaine’s artistic
do know that he had been involved in other
community. Chief among these was the artist
real estate projects in the area, most notably,
Laurie Turner, who accompanied Brian as he
along Golden Point Road, but there is little
mapped out, and then pegged, each lot. Laurie
evidence that these other ventures were
and Brian felt it was desirable that each house
particularly successful. Also, at that time,
be sited in such a way that it would be invisible Laurie Turner:
banks were less inclined to lend than they are
to its nearest neighbour, thereby ensuring the artist and amateur
today. Nevertheless, Brian persevered; the
privacy of each potential resident.
land surveyor.
drawings and plans he made, taken from the
None of this was easy work. Ron Rice, SOURCE: CATE FREEMAN
aerial photographs, were finally submitted to
the chief excavator at Leech, can still remember
Ballarat surveyors Leo McMahon & Associates, who issued
some hair-raising moments. He speaks of fearful earth
the plan its much-needed stamp of approval.
moving workers who had to be strapped into their
Before any sales could be made, the Metcalfe Shire
machines in order to keep them on the job. The creation
council also had to approve the plan. Once again, Brian
of dams could be particularly treacherous: one man lost
persisted. With the promise of one allotment to be left
his life in the undertaking. Obviously, health and safety
vacant (Municipal Reserve #1), permission to proceed
measures were not a consideration back then.
with the subdivision was granted. Four years earlier, a
Work must have been scarce in Castlemaine at the
subdivision approval letter
time, and Brian must have
had been issued by the Shire
had the charisma needed Extract from the land title showing the surveyed
of Metcalfe, but it was not
to persuade these young forty-two lots. SOURCE: METCALFE SHIRE
until 8 November 1974 that
men to risk their lives. Bill
the original single title was
Cassidy, son of local real
replaced by individual titles
estate agent Max Cassidy,
for each of the forty-two lots.
recalled that, of a Friday
On that day, the subdivision
evening, Brian would send
was given the name the
them all to the pub with the
Che w to n Bu s hl ands, in
promise of free beer and
this way distinguishing it
wages. They might have
from that of the village of
got the beer, but Brian had
Chewton.
to go through quite a few
At last the roads were
machinations to come up
completed and the forty-two
with their wages. He would
lots numbered. A driveway
wait until the banks were
and a house site were created
closed, and then go to Max
on each; when it rained the
Cassidy’s office to borrow the
dams were filled and ready.
wages money, insisting he’d
All that was left to do now
repay it the following day.
was captivate prospective
In order to repay Cassidy, it
purchasers.
sometimes meant he had to
sell off some equipment.
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y november 1974, brian parsons had become
a well-recognised figure in Castlemaine: he
was a big man, a hard drinker, a two pack a
day smoker, a libertine, and a well-respected
businessman and entrepreneur. He employed
many locals and was always on the lookout
for talented people who could help him carry
out his ideas. He would round up a group of potential
labourers, shout them a beer or several, and then listen as
they discussed their trades and skills. It was in this way
that the house building scheme came into effect. Stone
was the material of choice: there was plenty around and
what wasn’t already onsite
could be easily obtained
from the nearby quarry
on Havelock Reef Road.
By that time Brian
had realised that in order
to convince buyers to
purchase in the Bushlands
he needed to demonstrate
how very comfortable
living there could be.
Throughout the 1970s,
the global oil crisis had
prompted
public
concern about energy
consumption, which
led to environmentally
conscious housing options
becoming more common.
Ma ny p e op le be c am e
interested in the idea of
moving out of the suburbs
and into the bush. Brian
wanted to show them just
how that could be done.

Among his pub acquaintances, he found a capable
stonemason in Cap Delmonico, who was able to supervise
building and, when needed, to hastily train others. A
simple system was devised to build the houses: a form of
prefabricated synthetic material was installed and stone
walls built up around it. That form was then removed
and the interior was caulked and smoothed. At ground
level, each of the houses has a similar plan. In most cases
a second floor made of timber was added. Windows and
doors were made mostly from recycled building materials
that were slotted into place as the structure took shape.
These houses could have been built more cheaply out
of other materials but
Brian felt that stone best
expressed the natural
environment in which the
houses were built.
The first one to be
completed was on Lot 24.
It had an excellent dam,
so it was not long before
Brian began using it as
his headquarters for the
whole project.
Brian’s son Mick
now reminisces about
childhood games at this
house, telling stories of
adventures involving heavy
machinery dangerously
careening about the gully.
Fortunately, the children
escaped unscathed.
Two more houses
were then built on Goldspeck Gully Road (Lots 19

of the Lot 39 stone
cottage plans. SOURCE:

LEFT Shire of Metcalfe
letter to Brian,
demanding a stop
to works. SOURCE:

PARSONS COLLECTION

PARSONS COLLECTION

PREVIOUS PAGE Detail
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Theme and variations: The stone cottage on Lot 19 …

Lot 27 …

Lot 29 …

Lot 34 …

Lot 35 …

and Lot 39.
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ABOVE Lot 24, Wattle Dam.
RIGHT Plans for the proposed stone cottage on Lot 24.
SOURCE: PARSONS COLLECTION

and 34), then three, Lots 23 (see ‘Personal journeys’, page
54), 35 and 37, on Dishpan Gully Road and finally, three
more, Lots 27, 29 (see ‘Personal journeys’, page 52) and 39
(see ‘Personal journeys’, page 79), up and around Mount
View Road. Nine stone houses in total. If any other potential
buyers wanted to build in stone, Brian was happy to supply
it for them. This he did for the owners of Lot 41 on Old
Settlers, Lot 30 on Goldspeck Gully Road and Lot 12 at the
top of Miners Hut Road.

The beauty of handcrafted local stone.
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The original stone house on Lot 23, now extended
by Scott Hall and Laura Hall-Levetan (see ‘Personal
journeys’, page 54).
The job of selling the forty-two lots was given to
Max Cassidy of Cassidy Real Estate Agents of Castlemaine.
They must have begun their first publicity campaign in
the early months of 1975, as Susan Hellawell (see ‘Personal
journeys’, page 47) writes that she and her husband were
drawn to the Bushlands after seeing an advertisement
put out by the agency at that time. Their response was
immediate; they purchased Lot 30, adjacent to Lot 24 on
Wattle Dam where Brian and his family were residing on a
semi-permanent basis. But the Hellawells did not buy one
of the stone cottages; instead, they set about building their
home themselves using the stone Parsons supplied.

LEFT AND ABOVE Promotional brochure for the estate.
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SOURCE: PARSONS COLLECTION
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Mount View Estate receives publicity in The Age real estate section, 18 November 1978. SOURCE: PARSONS COLLECTION
Those early years must have been tumultuous. The
house lots were on the market and the rest of the stone
cottages were being built. Initially, sales went
reasonably well. By the end of 1977, four of the
houses and twelve of the lots were sold. But
council was not pleased with the Parsons
approach to house building. Following
an inspection he’d done of the project in
which he claimed that permits had not
been issued for the construction of the
houses, Shire of Metcalfe engineer Clarry
Nash wrote a letter to Parsons, in which

he stated: ‘I hereby call on you to cease work immediately …’
He even threatened to have all the buildings pulled down
‘if within the period specified … you do not furnish
good and sufficient reasons why this should not
happen’.
Over the following months Nash
continued to protest; he sent three more
letters in which he objected to the building methods, but Parsons persevered
and, as a result, by March 1976, certificates
of occupancy and building permits were
granted for most of the lots.
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The one metre square advertising board for Mount View Estate. SOURCE:

CASSIDY REAL ESTATE
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Those sixteen properties that had been sold in the
early years had mostly been bought by city people as
investments or holiday destinations. Few families took up
residence. The Hellawells were the first, then the Leslies
and the Lindstroms, and then the Halls.
Even though the Lindstroms and the Halls each
bought one of the stone houses, that still left seven to be
sold, so in order to get things moving, an advertisement
was placed in the Melbourne Age on 8 November 1978. As
well, a marketing campaign was launched by Cassidy Real
Estate in an attempt to attract buyers to the northern area of
the subdivision. In this particular advertisement the land
and lots around Mount View Road were labelled ‘Mount
View Estate’. The stone
house pictured, which is
at Lot 39 Lookout Ridge
Road, belongs to Roland
Moswick (see ‘Personal
journeys’, page 79). It is
easy to see how the title
Mount View Estate was
decided upon: on one
side there is a glorious
vista out towards
Mount Alexander, Mount
Tarrengower is on
another and, farther
off to the south, one
c an just see Mount
Macedon. At that time

you could have all that as an empty lot for $12,000–15,000
or, if you wanted one of the stone houses, for $38,000–
42,000. We must assume that at that time the title Mount
View Estate was felt to be more appealing than that of the
Chewton Bushlands, although it hasn’t lasted and is no
longer applied.
In 1981 snow fell in the Bushlands for the first time
in living memory. In that same year Brian Parsons decided
that he’d done enough. He’d accomplished all he’d set out
to do and he’d run out of opportunities and challenges in
and around Castlemaine. With a new wife and family, he
set off to find adventures elsewhere. They went first to
Albury where he attempted to start a business, and then,
finally,
returned
to
Wagga Wagga where he
spent the rest of his days.
When he started the
enormous undertaking
of creating the Bushlands
subdivision, the local
people thought he was
mad, but by the time he
was finished, that feeling
had changed to one of
great
admiration.
Bri an P ars o ns became
something of a legend
and remains a fondly
remembered one to this
day.

$322,000 for the lot: Max Cassidy's valuation of the subdivision.
SOURCE: PARSONS COLLECTION
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hen someone is looking to
buy a house or a property they
often tend to first think about
the person they intend to be
and imagine what kind of home
would match the life they want
to live. In 1980s Australia the
great Australian dream of home ownership was
something that most people aspired to. With
the 1983 election of the federal Labor Party led
by Bob Hawke, and Treasurer Paul Keating’s
deregulation of financial markets in the same
year, it seemed that, for many, the dream was
likely to become a reality. Most people saw
themselves as part of a city and opted to live in
the suburbs where, as Marguerite O’Hara wrote
in her book The Making of Modern Australia,
they could enjoy a house with a backyard and The history group telling old tales. PHOTO: ANTOINETTE BIRKENBEIL
a Hills Hoist. But an intrepid few looked farther
Apart from the election of the new Labor
afield and took on the challenge of a different style of
government, there were a couple of other very
living.
significant events that took place in 1983. On the
It takes a certain amount of courage to live in the
afternoon of 8 February, as a consequence of the 1982–83
Chewton Bushlands; it is not a place for the faint of heart.
drought, a fierce dust storm blanketed
Even though they’ve improved over
Melbourne and obscured the sky
the years, the roads are rough and
throughout the state. Then, a few days
getting in and out can be quite a chore.
later, on 16 February, Ash Wednesday,
Also, learning how to cope off grid
fires swept through Victoria and South
does not come easily. Living without
Australia killing seventy-five people.
electricity and collecting one’s own
Until Victoria’s Black Saturday bushfires
wood and water can make life difficult.
of 2009, the Ash Wednesday fires were
It’s no fun starting up the generator
some of the worst ever to occur in
on a cold dark night or running out of
Victoria in terms of fatalities. But it did
firewood, gas and/or water when it’s
not stop quite a few people from moving
most needed. But what takes the most
into the Bushlands.
courage is overcoming the deep-seated
The
nine
stone
houses
dread of fire.
constructed by the Parsons team were
firmly in place by that time and other
PREVIOUS PAGE February birthday
stone houses were being built by their
celebration for three girls raised and
owners: building in mudbrick had
loved in the Bushlands: always an
become a trend. As mentioned later
excuse for another party.
(see page 42), Tony Cook and others
SOURCE: DAVID WATSON
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A party at year’s end, 2014. SOURCE:

KYLIE GROEN

were the first to build their houses with mudbricks. Still,
timber was not eschewed altogether. In 1983, Ken Savage
(see ‘Personal journeys’, page 60) began work on his
transported federation era weatherboard on Lot 7, and
a year later, Gary Van Den Driesen
(see ‘Personal journeys’, page 68)
and his then partner David Williams
brought their weatherboard house
into the area by trailer and placed it
on Lot 11. Other timber habitats were
constructed on Lots 2, 8, 9, 15 and 28.
Since Black Saturday it has
become difficult to obtain council
approval to build in the Bushlands.
Consequently, it remains to be seen
if any future owners will have the
perseverance to create new homes on
the remaining unoccupied lots.
In the early 1990s, Australia
suffered through what Paul Keating
infamously called ‘the recession we had
to have’, a time when unemployment
rose to over 11 per cent and interest
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rates to around 18 per cent. Nationwide, this
caused a major economic slowdown, even in
the Bushlands. But by 1994, things had begun
to improve and small changes started to occur
among the residents. Some families moved
out and new ones took their place. Some
weekenders became permanent residences;
the old social order began to change. It was still
an adventure to live in this environment but
the time had arrived to make life safer, more
comfortable and more lasting. Solar panels and
hot water systems were installed, new, quieter
generators were purchased, driveways and
roads were improved and, above a l l , n e w
m e t h o d s o f b u s h f i r e protection were
introduced.
A culture of sharing, of helping each other
out, had existed since the earliest days of the
settlement. From the beginning it had been a very
inclusive community that attracted creative individuals and
others looking for their own special niche. There are many
stories that illustrate this, from the most simple, such as
assisting with building construction and giving advice about
power supplies, to the care of each other’s
children.
With the creation of the community
fireguard, everyone became involved. A
phone tree was established to enable all
the residents to have direct contact with
each other and to pass on warnings on
total fire ban days. Having a strategy
such as this has made everyone feel
safer. Many home owners had installed
sprinkler systems on the roof and a few
even built bunkers, but ever since the
Black Saturday fires, most residents see
their best option as being to pay close
attention to all warnings and to leave
because the Chewton Bushlands is not a
safe place to be on a high fire danger day.
Everyone knows that it is just a matter
of time before a bushfire sweeps across
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The pioneering spirit that deals easily with the challenges and diversities
of independent living, that copes with the droughts and dust, even with
the fear of fire, has resulted in the formation of deep bonds between the
land and its inhabitants, something not readily found elsewhere.
the region, possibly laying waste to everything in its path.
Each person lives in hope that this inevitable event will not
occur in their lifetime.
That said, the threat of fire does not prevent the
residents from having a strong affinity with the ecology
of the area. A reported sighting of an unusual bird, animal
or plant results in a flurry of excitement and activity.
There is also a strong desire by most people to rid the
environment of pervading invasive species. It’s well
understood that it is impossible to return the land to the
way it was before European settlement, but as the
Chewton Bushlands is a region that suffered less
than many others from that incursion, it’s
generally agreed that every effort must be
made to conserve it. Consequently,
the removal of blackberries, gorse
and the insidious bluebell creeper
remains a high priority, as does the
protection of the native fauna, such
as the endangered phascogale.
Another tradition established
by the early settlers that continues
to this day is social gatherings. These
might revolve around a Christmas
party, a fireguard meeting or, more
simply, a spontaneous get together
held for no other reason
than to share time and
conversation with one’s
neighbours. No one is
at a loss for words on these
occasions, where a strong sense
of community prevails, based on the deeply shared
experience of living in this unique environment.

Those thoughts that first crossed the minds of the
individuals choosing their particular lot in the subdivision,
the thoughts they had regarding the life they wanted to
lead and the person they wanted to become, have resulted
in something deeply fulfilling. The pioneering spirit
that deals easily with the challenges and diversities of
independent living, that copes with the droughts and dust,
even with the fear of fire, has resulted in the formation
of deep bonds between the land and its inhabitants,
something not readily found elsewhere.
These days if a person says they
live in the Chewton Bushlands, it may
not indicate that they live in the Parsons
subdivision, because the term has
come to encompass the region that
surrounds that original settlement.
It could mean that they live a l o n g
C o m m i s s i o n e r s Gully Road,
or Sparks, or Bush Sanctuary,
or Madigans Road, or even
further afield. It doesn’t
matter, as long as it has
that Bushlands feel and
the subdivision remains
at the heart of the expanding
area known as the Chewton
Bushlands. Perhaps that is as it
should be, but we can rest assured
that Brian Parsons would have been
pleased about the way it has all turned
out. How wonderful it would have been
to have had him as the guest of honour at
this year’s Christmas party.
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he 1980s was the time for mudbrick
building in the Chewton Bushlands area, an
area that lent itself to this form of building: the
rugged terrain, the bush environment, the dirt
roads, the isolation from the city, and so forth.
It was attrative to young people seeking an
alternative lifestyle at a price they could afford.

The use of earth as a building material has a history
that goes back to ancient times; its history in Australia dates
back to about sixty years ago. Established in Sydney in the
1940s, the Commonwealth Experimental Building Station
was an organisation formed to produce standards that
would help create more efficient buildings that had improved
thermal comfort. After the Second World War, at a time when

Tony Cook’s fourth muddie at Lot 20 (see ‘Personal journeys’, page 64).
PREVIOUS PAGE Sandra Watson’s muddie (see ‘Personal journeys’, page 57). PHOTO: TIM PURDIE
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low cost housing was much needed, building materials were
in extremely short supply. It became evident that buildings
made from earth had all the requisite elements: excellent
thermal properties, construction could be undertaken
with do it yourself labour and the material was cheap. Two
critical protagonists were instrumental in the birth of the
earth building movement in Australia: George Frederick
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Middleton and Alastair Knox (see Mudbrick pioneers below).
It is easy to see Alistair Knox in the Chewton
Bushlands muddies—as they are affectionately called—
and in those who built them. Many of Knox’s architectural
features can be seen in the ten post and beam mudbrick
houses that were built in the 1980s in the Chewton
Bushlands area. Post and beam construction involves

MUDBRICK PIONEERS

G

eorge frederick middleton (1900–56), author
of Build Your House of Earth, which was published
in 1953, was an English architect and civil engineer
who moved to Australia in 1925 at the age of 25. As
he travelled around in the course of his work on road construction, he came across earth houses, the quality of which
fascinated him. He accepted a position as research officer
with the Commonwealth Experimental Building Station
in 1946, where he focused on earth wall construction. This
scientific research, combined with his natural enthusiasm,
led to him receiving, in 1952, a special appointment to the
United Nations as low cost housing expert, and recognition
as the world’s authority on building with earth.
Middleton’s 1947 paper, ‘Earth wall construction, 11,
adobe, or puddled earth’, lent credibility to mudbrick as a
building material for houses. His legacy lies in the simple,
systematic methods he developed for building earth houses
that have proven to be of lasting value. However, in those
days, conservative council-based building inspectors,
who reigned supreme over the strict uniform building
regulations, were not inclined to stick their necks out over
what they considered to be unproven or experimental
techniques.
Architect and builder Alistair Knox (1912–86)
designed more than 1000 houses. A bank clerk by day, a
building student by night, in 1947, after discussions about
building techniques with Middleton, Knox built his first
earth building in Montmorency, a northern Melbourne

suburb. It was built without a building permit, but after
Knox presented council with Middleton’s 1947 paper, council
agreed to grant a permit. In the early 1950s, he made his
mark as a building designer. He took inspiration from his local
environment and designed homes that complemented the
environment. It was Knox who popularised and legitimised
mudbrick buildings in Australia and inspired owner builders: using mudbricks to make walling materials by hand
became a trend. Knox pioneered the softer Australian architectural look characterised by a lower, flatter roofline, often
with clerestory windows to introduce more light into the
centre of the house, and large windows in the living areas to
bring the outside in. Secondhand bricks, wide eaves, verandahs that went most—if not all—the way around the house,
natural materials and finishes, adobe walls, timber linings
and large beams (also often second hand—today we would
say recycled), brick and slate floors became features. It was
Knox who pioneered the recycling of building materials and
a whole ethic of sustainability at a time when these notions
were still obscure, still decades away from becoming the
environmental necessity that they are today.
Siting and position in relation to the natural environment and sunlight were fundamental principles. Indeed,
they were Knox’s inspiration. Bringing the building and
the natural environment together into one harmonious
and indivisible whole was an essential part of the Knox
philosophy. For Knox, damage to the environment meant
damage to society.
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constructing a framework of heavy timbers (the method,
historically, comes from building with logs and tree
trunks), thus creating a building capable of bearing
heavy weight without excessive use of interior space that
would otherwise be given over to vertical posts; the walls
themselves are not load bearing. The people who built
these houses had little money, but they were adventurous.
They not only desired to do it themselves, but they also

believed they could, and were willing to put in the requisite
hard work.
Led by early settler Tony Cook in 1984 (see ‘Personal
journeys’, page 64), the trend to build post and beam mudbrick houses in the Bushlands coincided with the initiative
of the John Cain Labor government to make low interest
loans available through Ministry of Housing schemes for
mudbrick home building in particular, and for self-built

Stir, pack, dry, then lay: Charles Affleck’s muddie under construction. SOURCE: CHARLES AFFLECK
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homes in general. These schemes existed throughout the
1980s and, over that time, changed shape. Now generally
referred to as the Victorian Ministry of Housing Self-Build
Schemes, they made it possible for many people to have a
home of their own.
To make his first house possible, Tony jumped
at the chance of what he calls ‘this mudbrick scheme’,
as did Dick Anderson and Charles Affleck (see ‘Personal

Tony Cook's second muddie on Lot 21.
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journeys’, page 76), who built on Lots 13 and 26 a little later.
Tony came to the Bushlands with a history of building, in
particular mudbrick construction, behind him. His love of
the Bushlands led him to create a further three muddies.
His first muddie, on Lot 16, while the most basic, has a
wonderful view to the west from the verandah. Tony
sold it, and then built on Lot 21, before selling again and
building his third muddie on Lot 20. This he relinquished
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journeys’, page 57) built over a period of almost thirty
to his mother, while he still lives in his last muddie down
years. It stands tall, halfway up the hill on its cleared
the hill a little way, also on Lot 20.
space and glows red-brown in the afternoon sun. The
Within the original subdivision, more mudbrick
characteristic Knox design features can be seen yet again
dwellings were constructed: on Lots 1, 13, 22 and 26, as
in the north wall of glass downstairs and clerestory
well as, in immediate proximity to the subdivision, on Lot
windows upstairs, which bring the sun and the natural
2, Bubbs Lane, in Rankines Road and at 60 Sparks Road.
light in throughout the building.
The houses on Lots 1, 13 and Lot 22, and in Sparks Road
The muddie on Lot
now have new owners who
22 has a truly breathtaking
love them and the lifestyle
view from the upstairs
as much as their creators
balcony, accessed by stairs
did. Stayers are Charles
leading to the room under
Affleck in his house on Lot
the roof, which is used by
26 and Sandra Watson on
the current owners as their
Lot 2, Bubbs Lane.
bedroom.
Initially,
this
Lot 13 is a very
house was bought from the
different house. Built by
original owner for use as a
Dick Anderson between
weekender, but as time went
1984 and 1987 for Jennifer
by, the pull of the Bushlands
Higgs, it is a house of angles.
was too strong and it became
The recipient of one of those
a permanent home. In time,
government loans, Jennifer
a mudbrick shed and studio
dreamt of designing her
were added. Now it is home
own place in the bush. Dick, Lot 22’s muddie. PHOTO: TIM PURDIE
to a new couple, which
who was well known for his
means that this house will go on to be enjoyed by yet
craftsmanship and skill, particularly with timber, built
another generation.
other houses in the bushlands area. According to current
Glen Harrison’s muddie in Sparks Road (see ‘Personal
owner Ray Pentony (see ‘Personal journeys’, page 72), the
journeys’, page 84) was built in 1982 by Eric and Beth
Lot 13 house looks like ‘a bird that’s just landed or is about
Ibbitson on the block they bought in 1980. The Ibbitsons,
to take off’. It is set into the land, sweeping back in an angle
both potters from Richmond, found a natural artistic
to the rise of stone behind it. It is amazing and beautiful.
community in the Bushlands. They first constructed a
Lot 26 is a house that sits well on its hill: unrendered
shed, known as a Myer’s garage. It came as a prefabricated
mudbricks inside, clerestory windows, huge timbers, a
kit and, after making it liveable by lining the walls and
slate floor and a verandah on the north, all features of a
ceiling and fitting it out with a gas fridge and stove and
Knox house. Charles discovered, as did Tony, that the
other necessary—if basic—amenities, they lived there until
earth in this area is perfect for making mudbricks; no need
they had finished the hard work of constructing the house.
for additives such as cow manure or straw. Charles and his
This muddie also has a verandah along one side, which
father used Earth Garden Building Book: Design and Build
overlooks the bush, and their heating is obtained from
Your Own House as their bible. In this book, published
a wood stove. The interior of the house has that special
by Thomas Nelson in 1987, Robert Rich and Keith Smith
soft ambience of a muddie. Glen says that being here was
expanded Middleton’s ideas and techniques.
meant to be: his life in the Bushlands with his new wife
Lot 2 Bubbs Lane is remarkable and different. It
Kris is wonderful, made more so by his wonderful muddie.
is a two-story muddie that Sandra Watson (see ‘Personal
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●8 LIVING OFF GRID

O

ne of the primary challenges of living in
the Chewton Bushlands is coping with the
demands of accessing power in a much more
complicated way than merely flicking a switch.
As the Bushlands subdivision is off grid,
residents have had to find their own ways of
meeting their energy
needs for lighting, as well as
the operation of household
appliances and machinery.
Brian Parsons, who was
well aware of this problem,
installed gas lighting and a gas
cooking facility in each house
he built. In those early days,
and for some in more recent
days, gas lighting was treasured
for being more atmospheric and
complementary to the Bushlands environment than light
produced by noisy generators.
Even so, generators have always
been at the ready. Petrol generators were the most commonly
used, along with a few large
diesel models, but they were
all noisy. In more recent years,
much quieter low RPM diesel
generators have been an option.
The emergence of solar
technology in the 1970s had a
profound impact on electrical
energy supply throughout

Common energy sources
for electricity …
for refrigeration …

for cooking …

for water heating …

for space heating.

Gas

Gas

Wood

Generator
Solar

Australia. For Bushlanders, it was a significant development, in that there was then available an alternative
electrical energy source that was not dependent on being
connected to the electricity grid. Along the way, in an
emerging industry, a few pitfalls were to be encountered
by individual householders; some early installations just
did not work. Other residents
chose systems that fell short on
requirements. As a result, they
ultimately had to pay the cost of
upgrading and/or replacement.
Tony Cook, the builder of four
of the subdivision’s mudbrick
houses, tells of meeting ‘a bloke
called Stan from Newstead’, who
helped him install his first panel
on the Lot 21 house. The results
were not particularly successful,
so the solar bloke from
Castlemaine, Stewart Jamieson, was called in to remediate.
Stewart was responsible for the
installation of many early solar
systems throughout the Bushlands.
Solar technology has
since advanced and government
subsidies have been made available, albeit at a reducing rate. As
a result, solar systems that feed
into the grid have become widespread but those in the Bushlands
not connected to the grid require

Electric

Gas

Solar

Firewood
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battery storage. Batteries are expensive and, depending on their type, age
and how well they are cared for, may
require replacement even after ten
to twelve years. Of late, cheaper and
more reliable batteries have come onto
the market, but a new set, even for a
small system, can still cost in excess
of $6000. Today, a good solar system—
panels, inverter and batteries—costs
in the vicinity of $30,000 to install,
which is a big investment and much
too costly for some.
E ve n w it h s o l a r p a n e l s , a
generator is still sometimes needed. In
summer, the sun is very reliable and batteries are efficiently
charged, but during the winter months, with fewer hours
of sunlight, the batteries may not be adequately charged.
When this occurs, the back-up power from a generator
is invaluable. On winter nights, it is not unusual to hear
what one resident has termed the ‘Bushlands symphony’,
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as many residents without gas lighting
turn on their generators to provide
the necessary illumination for the
evening’s activities.
When it comes to keeping
warm, the obvious option has always
been firewood, much of it being readily
available onsite. These days, for
environmental reasons, there is some
discouragement of removing fallen
trees and logs so some residents now
purchase wood from local suppliers
or collect their own from Department
of Environment, Land, Water and
Planning firewood coupes. Open
fireplaces and/or slow combustion heaters, the use of
which is widespread, provide much needed warmth and
atmosphere over the cold winter months. Slow combustion
wood-fuelled stoves are also a prime cooking device, a
supplementary radiant heat source, put out enough heat
to act as a clothes dryer and, mostly, have a wetback within

WHY IS THE BUSHLANDS OFF GRID?

I

n the early days Metcalfe Shire never connected the
subdivision to the grid. Nonetheless a group of three
properties, Lots 38, 39 and 40 (see Roland’s story on
page 79), subsequently paid to be connected in the early
years, but no further connection has ever been taken up, as
a result of which, for a variety of reasons, the subdivision
has remained off grid.
There are a few residents who do not want electricity
at all and are happy to run their households on gas, oil
and wood as energy sources, these being seen as more
compatible with a subdued Bushlands atmosphere than
noisy generators. These residents treasure their gas lights,
which, even though they’re not the greatest light for
reading, are certainly adequate enough for a card party and
a social get-together.
Some just prefer being independent of the grid, meet-

ing their electricity needs with a generator or solar installation.
Others resent the eyesore created by poles and power lines
that stretch through the bush, blights on the landscape.
For others, a major obstacle to grid access has
been the cost and organisation required. Even though the
significant expense of grid connection could be shared if
enough residents, located close to each other, together
sought a connection, this option hasn’t always been
available because adjacent Bushlands lots haven’t always
been occupied or haven’t been developed at the same time.
Some new lot owners, having stretched their budget
to acquire their property, didn’t have the requisite $25,000
needed back then for a connection—a few hundred dollars
for a generator was a cheaper option. Access to the hilly
Bushlands terrain meant that bringing in equipment and
installing it was difficult, and it added more to the costs.
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larger that catchment area the better, with house rooftops
the firebox for heating hot water. Some householders have
and those of sheds and garages providing the collection
also installed rooftop solar hot water systems, which are
points. For most households, one or two 22,500 litre
very convenient, except when the sun does not shine for
(5000 gallon) tanks have been installed at ground level.
several days in a row. At these times hot water from gasTo create water pressure for household use, a pressure
fired units is often the go. Gas, despite being a fossil fuel,
pump is needed or, alternatively, water is pumped to
has wide acceptance as it is not dependent on the sun or
a small elevated header tank. In some very dry weather
the collection of firewood, and its use is not accompanied
conditions, supplies do run out, leaving residents having
by noise. The convenience and benefit of two or more gas
to purchase additional water, which is delivered by tanker.
bottles, which can be found at most residences, cannot
Some draw on their dam water for uses that do not need
be overstated. As well as heating water, gas can be used
the quality of water required for domestic purposes.
for cooking, boiling the kettle, making toast and running
There have been years
a fridge.
when there has been plenty of
Besides being off the
water, with tanks overflowing
national electricity grid, the
and the dams swelling, but
Bushlands is neither sewered
with the exception of late 2010,
(with septic systems servicing
surplus flow has not been a
effluent and wastewater) nor
regular event in recent years.
connected to town water. But, in
Today, the bush looks thirsty
a quirk of fate, it has had access
and many dams are almost dry.
to wireless nbn since 2014.
Nature has sometimes been
Water w ise, prior to
a poor provider of this vital
Parsons’ presence in the
resource.
Bushlands, there were no dams
Living off grid in the
and rainwater flowed freely
Bushlands is not a one size fits
down the natural creeks and
all situation; there are many
gullies to the foothills. At the
BELOW A random sample of Bushlands
variations in the solutions
time of the subdivision and
water storage capacities.
residents devise to meet their
the establishment of the fortyneeds. There is something very satisfying
two lots, the creation of a dam on each
35,000l 38,000l
that adds to the sense of being hardy
property was a significant intrusion on
pioneers, about being personally
30,000l
the natural landscape.
45,000l
responsible for finding the means
Because the estate is not
to provide one’s household with
connected to the reticulated town
25,000l
an energy source for lighting,
system, water for drinking and
50,000l
cooking and heating along with
basic household needs is provided
11,000l
the provision of adequate water,
by rainfall. This necessitates
knowing that elsewhere, others
the installation of water storage
50,000l
are dependent on the state or
tanks and a catchment system for
local government to provide
collection of the rainfall, which
80,000l
these services.
can be very irregular. Hence, the
70,000l

58,000l
70,000l
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U

ntil recently, there have been no formal
of residents continues to deal with environmental issues
organisations in the Bushlands. In the 1980s,
as they arise (see previous chapter).
several residents became involved in issues
The Victorian government is quite good about
that were the provenance of the Metcalfe Shire,
issuing grants for all sorts of worthy projects, but in order
the governing body at that time. These issues
to qualify, a group must become incorporated. To this end,
centred on changes to subdivision restrictions
on Friday, 22 July 2011, twenty-one members of the CBRA
and the ongoing quest to have the shire maintain
gathered in the Chewton Town Hall and formed Chewton
our roads. No official status was given to this group.
Bushlands Association Inc. Its Statement of Purpose reads:
In 2007, application was made to rezone a large
The Chewton Bushlands Association Inc. seeks to promote
property adjacent to the Bushlands. Many residents felt that
those aspects of community that are perceived to benefit
such rezoning would have a negative impact on life in the
residents as a whole through activity and communication in
Bushlands. It immediately became obvious that to make a
the areas of:
serious protest a group would be more effective than any
• sustainability and environmental protection of flora and
one or two individuals acting alone. Thus, on 4 April 2008,
fauna
twenty-four residents gathered at 20 Wattle Road to form
• safety, including bushfire protection
the Chewton Bushlands Residents’ Association (CBRA). As
• infrastructure maintenances and development, and
it turned out, the rezoning application was knocked back
• social networking.
by the state government a few years later. In the meantime,
it was realised that the community organisation that had
In June 2012, Public Record Office Victoria awarded the
been formed could play a positive role in the lives of local
association a Local History Grant of $6900 to fund the
residents. CBRA became a forum for the discussion of
production and publication of a history of the Bushlands.
issues that related to everyone.
As part of this project, the association established a
Since 2010, a number of local environmental
website at www.chewtonbushlandsassociation.org.au.
problems have been dealt with under the sponsorship
Its creation has introduced a forum where stories and
of Connecting Country,
ideas can be shared by
a local association that Foundation members at the formation meeting of the
residents and the
also supplied a number Chewton Bushlands Association (standing, left to right)
general public.
o f r e s i d e n t s w i t h Ann Quinton, Mark Carter, Steve Charman, Kim Windsor,
The association
phascogale nest boxes. Charles Affleck, Paul Maher (president) and Elton Baker;
has had a membership in
The small grant and the (seated, left to right) Karen Baker (treasurer), Ken Savage
excess of thirty residents
encouragement
given (secretary) and Antoinette Birkenbeil (committee member).
and associate members
by Connecting Country Cate Freeman is absent.
since its establishment,
resulted in the formation
and hopefully will
of the Bushlands
continue to be a viable
Environmental Team
organisation for the
(BET). This small group
many generations of
Bushlanders to come.
PREVIOUS PAGE An
eleven trunk coppiced
red stringybark off
Mount View Road.
PHOTO: TIM PURDIE
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In 1967 Brian and Merle Parsons purchased a parcel of land near Chewton in
Victoria. This book tells how Brian’s dream of creating a subdivision in the
bush became a reality in November 1974. And how the diverse hardy spirits

A dream realised

of the dozens of subsequent residents, brave enough to take on the adventure
of an alternative lifestyle in a unique and often difficult environment, have
created the Chewton Bushlands community. For them too, a dream realised?
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