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			EILEEN WOOSNAM 

			in conversation with Nicky Vanderaa

			Respice Finem … regard the end!
You just go on, that’s the way it goes…

			Today the Otways in southwestern Victoria are a far cry from August 21, 1918, when Eileen Lucas came into her family’s world. She was the sixth child of Charles and Cecilia. A surprise, because Sissie had turned forty that year! “It’s a pity Dad called her Sissie”, muses Eileen. “Cecilia was such a pretty name”.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Eileen and Grandpa Lucas

			Eileen had two brothers, Jack and Charlie, and three sisters: Mary, Tess and Bess (Beatrice). Closest in age to Eileen, just seven years older, was her brother Charlie. He lived most of his life in the Lucas family home and never married. He would escort his teenage sister to the local dances where he played the piano by ear, never having had formal lessons. Eileen learnt to read music and, like Charlie, she could play and sing all those wonderful tunes of the thirties, forties, and fifties, by ear.

			Our conversation drifts to birds in the Otway’s. There were red-breasted robins and blue wrens. Swallows visited to roost. Eileen recalls, “There was a song about swallows”. I check my phone and play her Pat Boone’s version:

			When the swallows come back to Capistrano
That’s the day you promised to come back to me.
When you whispered farewell in Capistrano,
Twas the day the swallow flew out to sea.
All the mission bells will ring
The chapel choir will sing
The happiness you’ll bring
Will live in my memory
When the swallows come back to Capistrano
That’s the day I pray that you’ll come back to me.

			Eileen’s father, Charles, like his father before him, was a woodsman, up in the hills, where the men were felling the giant trees. They would drag, roll and winch them through the dense forest over rough terrain to the sawmills. Then came the chopping, chipping and splitting. Between 1902 and 1960 there were 70 sawmills operating along The Ridge above Beech Forest. In all, there were over 300 sawmills. The challenge was to get the huge, felled trees out of that dense forest and up and down the ravines to the mill. For this purpose, timber tramways were built, and the logs slid along them.
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			The Tramway at McDonald’s Mill at Wimba. In the Otways, the tramway rails were made of timber.

			The cut timber was loaded onto wagons and pulled by bullocks to the tramway going to the nearest railway station. Charles senior had his own bullock team. The bullocks had the strength to get through the mud but could also get hopelessly bogged. More timber to the rescue. This time palings were laid crossways over the roads, stopping the bullocks going belly deep into the mud. These roads were called corduroy roads.

			 The bullock team
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			The next part of the journey was the train to take the timber out to market. I thought of railways as being only built of steel, first manufactured in Australia, in Lithgow, in 1901. In the Otways the rails were made from timber.

			Instead of making furniture from hardwood trees like blackwood, (Acacia Melanoxylon), they made fencing rails, posts, corduroy roads and firewood.
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			Tom Woosnam (Eileen’s father-In-Law), gathering the stove and hearth wood, Beech Forest style.

			A phenomenal amount of timber was required to build 35 kms of boundary fence. It required 14,080 posts, 18,160 rails and 197,000 palings. In 1907 one splitter cut 6000 palings and 4000 fruit case boards out of one tree.

			Frank Woosnam came from Daylesford to work as a ganger on the Beech Forest Railway. He and Eileen met over time and fell in love. The Lucas family were staunchly Catholic, so she had to continue to live with her parents until she turned 21, and then she was allowed to marry. Her sister Bess (Beatrice), passed on her wedding dress and on September 9, 1939, Eileen became Mrs Woosnam. As the wife of a ganger, she was entitled to become station mistress, checking consignment notes and waybills for potatoes and timber products outward bound and for farm supplies and groceries inward bound. Cargo of major importance was of course the beer supplies for the hotel. Their wedding took place in the year of the Black Friday Bushfires. Beginning on Friday, January 13, they burnt two million acres, destroyed 69 sawmills, and killed 71 people. Several towns were entirely obliterated.

			Monday morning’s routine at the Lucas’ home was to light the copper to wash the clothes. Just that one day a week. For the rest of the week, water was heated in a bucket fashioned from an old kerosene tin, complete with handle. Before the fire under the copper was even lit Eileen’s father would have set off on his horse to join his coworkers in their part of the forest. They left Monday and worked through to Saturday afternoon. They carried all their provisions with them and made do for themselves up in the sodden, crumpled landscape. Eileen’s dad never had a car in his life. He had a horse which he kept at home, a dog, and a ginger cat called ‘Ginger’.

			Norman Houghton, researcher and historian, has written many books about the Otways and their two vital industries, timber milling and the railways. From his 2019 publication ‘Choppers and Chippers’, I have borrowed the following:

			From Lavers Hill to Kincaid Mill (1938) …

			We worked up in the Otways
Many years ago.
Slaved away in wind and rain
And even worked in snow.
Every Monday morning
We’d leave at half past four
Had five blanky miles to walk
Sometimes even more.

			We’d go right up to Stalker
Then turn down ‘Kenzies Track
Carrying a week’s tucker
In a sugar bag on our back

			Those were the days of steam winches
Axe and cross-cut saw,
Tramlines, trucks and horses
And really there wasn’t that much more

			We felled the giant Mountain Ash
Messmate, Gum and Blackwood too
Then logged them up for the winch
That was the thing to do.

			We worked till midday Saturday
For very little pay
Mine turned out to be
Less than five bob a day

			You may think by current standards
This was very very poor,
But it always helped to keep
The bloody wolf from the door.

			Ray Milnes

			Beech Forest experienced a minor land rush in 1884 when sixty applicants, from nearby Colac, applied for land. They were required to pay the Crown’s survey costs and then one pound per acre which had to be repaid at one shilling per acre per year. Some bought land for the timber, others with the intention of dairying or growing potatoes. The soil and climate were ideal for these purposes.

			Many of these hopefuls had little capital or equipment. The average block was 320 acres but that could include very little flat land. Frankly, they had no idea what they were getting themselves into. The ground was dangerous for horses and when they struggled through the dense bush to their selection they were confronted with an unbroken expanse of timber on sloping ground and possibly a ravine and mountainside, their block delineated by four survey pegs.

			The trees and ferns grew so thickly that it was dark and gloomy as very little sunlight was able to penetrate the dense canopy. Water was not a problem. Beech Forest rainfall records show the greatest number of wet days per year found anywhere on the Australian mainland. It has been known to rain on 235 days of the 365 in one year. It is indeed the wettest farming district in Victoria, having the perfect climate for dairying and growing root crops. In the early days, the lack of transport to markets of any size prohibited production in commercial quantities. Cream and butter were taken to local consumers on sleds drawn by horses. That was the only way to negotiate the perpetually muddy roads; there was no way to get the product to markets further afield. 

			True to Australia’s extremes of weather, the Otways also had their share of droughts. In 1914 the reservoir in Beech Forest ran dry.

			And then there were those accursed bushfires. In 1919, when Eileen was just one year old, the area known as The Ridge was utterly devastated by fire.Both churches, Catholic and Presbyterian, and the local Hall were razed to the ground. Howling winds kept Gardiner’s Hotel Windmill spinning so fast that there was a constant supply of water to douse the spot fires.

			Eileen tells me that their house was alight a few times over the years. “My brother, Charlie, and I only had buckets to fill from the tap. You didn’t have anything like a hose, you had to wait until the bucket filled up. It seemed to take a hell of a time for a bucket of water to fill, you know”, says Eileen.

			First, for those early settlers, the land had to be cleared. In the 1870’s the then Lands Minister proclaimed that the Otway Forest was useless and an impediment to rainfall at Colac. Lands officers instructed settlers to remove the timber on their blocks and set down ringbarking as an improvement valued at three shillings an acre. Tens of thousands of trees were destroyed. The name Beech Forest refers to the Australian native hardwood, Nothofagus Cunninghamii, common name Myrtle Beech. Unsurprisingly it also grows well in Tasmania.
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			In 1900 the shell of a dead Mountain Ash, (also native hardwood) was measured, at one and a half metres from the ground to have a girth of 22.4 metres. Another felled Mountain Ash measured just over 100 metres long.

			Some farmers resorted to fire, often with dire consequences. They would get the best results if the winds were strong. Neighbours’ properties were in danger of being burned, and their own house might even be destroyed. Ingenious delayed action incendiary devices were the order of the day, such as putting a candle under a tin and then scarpering as far away as possible. The local court was busy with suspected cases of arson. One woman was suspected of having hidden selected bits of her furniture around the town before setting fire to her house. Her main line of defence was that you could never get away with such skullduggery because everyone knew everyone else’s business in Beech Forest.

			The population of the town fluctuated over the years. Two world wars, farmers dispirited through lack of markets, bad seasons, bushfires and many of the other vagaries of Mother Nature caused the population to fluctuate. At the beginning of WW1, the population was around 250 but by 1917 it had almost halved. Cricket and football events and even the Beech Forest Potato Show were cancelled but the town revived in the 1920’s and remained vibrant, through to the 1960’s.

			Clearing the blocks with fire had dire consequences.The thin-barked mountain ash and blackwood were killed, and the intense heat opened the hard-shelled seeds of dormant wattle scrub. Bracken and fern crept along engulfing the land. Ragwort was introduced and blackberries grew into enormous bushes.

			Eileen’s family gathered blackberries for jam for the scones that she and her mother made. How many over the years I wonder. “Scones!” she exclaims. “Gee, I haven’t made a scone for years, but I used to make them all the time. Scones, scones, and more scones”. “I can’t make them”, I say. She is incredulous and dismisses my claim with a gentle wave of the hand claiming, “They are easy”. 

			The Beech Forest Railway opened in 1902. This put the timber industry of Beech Forest on the map. Now the timber could reach the markets. Prior to this timber had occasionally been transported by ship but if you have travelled along the Great Ocean Road and visited Cape Otway Lighthouse like I did with my American cousin Betsy you will know what a fearsome coast it is.

			The wind was howling, and we were among the few brave enough to venture, clinging to the rail, out to the lighthouse. We entered the sheltered space inside and waited for those before us to descend the narrow stone steps. Then it was our turn to ascend and, when we reached the top, to venture outside and be plastered against the wall by the vicious wind. Immediately I understood the perils of being a sailor, explorer or immigrant on the boats coming to Australia. The stories of shipwrecks came to mind.

			Matthew Flinders wrote “I have seldom seen a more fearful section of coastline”. There are approximately 638 ships known to have been wrecked on this bit of coastline and only 240 of them have ever been discovered. The wild Bass Strait weather no doubt accounts for the wet weather in Beech Forest. Betsy and I found a beach littered along the high-water mark with a variety of beautiful intact shells, which now sit on her mantlepiece in Wisconsin. Hopefully it is not as fraught with superstition as taking a piece of Uluru to the other side of the world.

			In 1962, the much-loved Old Beechy train made its last trip. It had served people living isolated lives in difficult terrain and inclement weather for over fifty years. On its last trip it hauled fifteen trucks loaded with 66 tons of pulp timber and 32 tons of potatoes. The ‘Beechy’ was relocated to the Dandenongs and renamed Puffing Billy.

			Beech Forest was famous for having produced the endurance runner Cliff Young who won the Sydney to Melbourne race in 1983, doing the 875 kilometres in 5 days and 15 hours. He was 61 years old at the time and was renowned for training in gumboots, as you would in such a muddy location as Beech Forest. Eileen tells me “Cliffie was our neighbour. I went to school with him”.

			Sissie made sure her girls were skilled in all the domestic arts. Eileen’s older sisters, Mary, Tess and Bess, all left home to work as housekeepers and homemakers. Then once married, a woman didn’t usually go back to work.
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			Sissie, Tess, Mary and Bess

			The family grew all their own vegetables and Sissie was passionately proud of her dahlias. Eileen particularly likes the scent of boronias. I have been valiantly nurturing three boronias in pots in the hope of taking some to her when they flower. Even my sweet peas are not looking good enough this year to wave under her nose and give her a moment of sensory delight.

			In those days there was household lore; the old remedies about which the modern generation has no clue. To make your sheets look clean you put a bag of blue in the rinsing water. It was baking soda and synthetic ultramarine dye. If you had a sore throat you gargled with salt. For a cut you soaked your hand in salt water. Venox cough cure, Owbridges lung tonic and cherry tincture were favourites.

			To clear a stuffy nose, camphor oil was rubbed onto the chest. My friend Betty, 90, nowhere near as old as Eileen, grew up in Melbourne and remembers wearing a camphor pack on her chest. For coughs there were linseed lozenges with their brand imprinted on them. Iodine was the antiseptic, and it came in small bottles with a dropper in the top. The bottle was ridged to indicate that it was poisonous. For chilblains there was Melrose, a cream with a very strong smell. Finally, Glauber salts, Epsom salts and Beecham pills took care of the tummy.

			Beech Forest had the first Bush Nurse in Victoria and doctors became residents for varying periods from 1905. A doctor with the promising name of van der Hope was recruited from Rumania in September 1930, before the spelling of his country was officially changed to Romania in 1940. By that time, he had moved on, only staying two years. He was the town’s last resident doctor.

			Whereas Eileen’s father never had a car, just his horse, the young Franklin had a car, and he learnt early on to look after himself. “He was a good cook”, Eileen tells me.
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			‘Champions of The Otways’ Weeaproinah State School Football Team, 1922. The Golden Jubilee: Fifty Years of Compulsory Education in Victoria. Frank Woosnam aged 7 (Front Row, second from the left).

			Their town was very social and, in true Australian fashion, social life typically revolved around sport. Eileen tells me proudly that Frank and their sons, Bill and Barry, were talented footballers.
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			Twenty-four years on, Frank Woosnam is captain of the Beech Forest Football Club champion team, 1946. They had won every game
 of the season.

			There were regular dances throughout the year and after every home game. Up to 150 people would attend the dances. There were also card game tournaments, followed by dances. Those townsfolk knew how to enjoy themselves. “You see, we didn’t have television”, says Eileen. “We made our own fun”. When Eileen was growing up there were debutante balls. Brother Charlie would escort his teenage sister to the local balls in a gown she had sewn herself and he would play the piano. He is included in a list of “best remembered harmonisers” in Norman Houghton’s book, Beech Forest, ‘Capital on the Ridge’.

			In May 1923 films finally made it to Beech Forest and became regular Saturday night entertainment. The CWA was active as well and lobbied the council for better amenities. More scones!

			Beech Forest was not connected to the state’s power grid until March 1957. I exclaim how hard that must have been. “No”, she says. “We didn’t know any different. You don’t miss what you’ve never had. You just get on with it. That’s the way it was”. No television but plenty of musical gatherings around the piano and singing and dancing.

			As well as sewing Eileen liked to knit, making baby clothes. “And I used to knit for friends as well. But now I can’t see to do anything”.
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			Charlie at work at the Telephone Exchange

			Charlie worked on the local telephone exchange and in time became Beech Forest’s postman. While Charlie rode a bicycle to deliver the mail Eileen preferred to walk everywhere. The importance of the postman’s role in an isolated community like Beech Forest was captured in a poem, ‘The Country Postman’, published in the Sydney Mail in 1868.

			Here comes the postman with his bag
Over his shoulder trailing
Sturdy he strides past heath and hedge
First cottage gate and paling
Our Mercury, our Hope, our Fear
Death’s messenger, and Love’s
What wonder that above his head
Coo softly the wild doves
What wonder that the raven croaks
From yonder mossy beech
Bad news in boding speech
But hope may pine another night
For he has passed the door
And love may wring his little hands
And wail one day the more.

			The first motor car arrived in Beech Forest in 1913. This was not a frequent occurrence until a motor road via Turton’s Pass was paved in 1927. Today the Otways are a playground for Melburnians.

			On February 25, 2024, the hills will be host to the Great Gravel Grind. This extreme sport bike ride is described as “kilometre after kilometre of traffic-free dirt roads as they wind through tall timber forests and massive tree ferns, past lookouts, lakes and beaches. A magnificent ride with plenty of fresh air. You will find abundant Otway Ranges breweries and wineries, markets and farm gates, and places to eat such as restaurants and cafés bursting at the seams with Otway Ranges food and produce”.

			In 1955 the Woosnams transferred first to Woomelang, and then, in 1958, to Red Cliffs, where in 1959 Frank retired from the railways and bought Block 14, his Great Uncle Jack’s fruit block. Jack was a soldier-settler from the First World War. When Eileen, Frank and the boys, Bill and Barry came for a visit, they realised how much Jack was struggling. He was going blind. Bill tells me how they were sitting around the table and Jack was busy making them a batch of scones at one end of the bench while his cat was at the other end of the bench licking off the cream. Bill was sixteen at the time and went to work straight away in the packing sheds where he worked for 45 years until his retirement. Barry started work on the railways, but his heart’s desire was to drive trucks.

			After Jack died and their boys, Bill and Barry, had grown up and left home, Eileen and Frank, never a couple to shy away from work, took a job on Sleatbank, a station southwest of Hamilton, only a short distance from Port Fairy. They worked for Bob Bell who managed his family’s property. Eileen did all the cooking and Frank the gardening and general maintenance. Sleatbank homestead was built in the early 1900’s in Edwardian style, with lead light windows and art nouveau features. There were extensive outbuildings, shearer’s quarters, stables, wool and machinery sheds. Sweeping lawns surrounded the house, shaded by mature conifer trees and lemon-scented gums.

			After they had been there ten years the owner, based in the UK, decided to sell so Frank and Eileen moved on. One day, reading the Weekly Times, Frank spotted an advertisement in the Positions Vacant column for a couple to keep an old couple happy. There was no mention of who the old couple were or where they lived. Nothing to indicate that they were a “Sir and a Lady”. A friend who was with them said, “I reckon you’re the couple they want”. The ad had been placed by Sir Laurence Hartnett and his wife, Gladys.

			Laurence was appointed General Manager of GMH Australia in 1934. He was short and stocky with a moustache and a perpetually eager expression. He passionately believed in Australian manufacturing, was never afraid to challenge authority, and had little time for bureaucrats. He was not the compliant type and consequently moved on from GMH in 1946. He then embarked on manufacturing a vehicle to suit Australian conditions. It was called the Hartnett. In the 1950’s there was a shortage of steel which hampered production and only seventy Hartnetts were ever produced. There is one in the National Museum of Victoria. In 1967 he was both surprised and happy to be knighted.
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			Sir Laurence Hartnet and the Hartnett Car

			Sir Laurence and Lady Hartnett bought the mansion, at 7 Watts Parade in Mt Eliza in 1936. Rubra was a magnificent home, built in 1884. Sir Laurence replaced the wooden verandah with a two-storey verandah, supported by tall plain white columns made with the moulds used for the pillars for the Commonwealth Bank Building in Melbourne. He renovated the bathrooms, adding green tiled terrazzo floors and leadlight glass shower screens.
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			Rubra Mansion in 1973.

			“We lived up behind the main house”, Eileen tells me. There were many outbuildings including a dairy which was designed to stay cool by being built into the hillside. Displaying typical ingenuity Laurence installed a device using a Holden radiator as an evaporative cooling system. Frank and Eileen were there for ten years and when the mansion was sold, they no longer wanted to stay and moved back to Red Cliffs.

			In 2002 Bill and his parents attended a Centenary Celebration for the Railway, “The Beechy Line”, which first came to Beech Forest in 1902. The gathering was a great success with a banquet, speeches and entertainment.
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			Beech Forest in 1959, the train making a loop to go on its return journey. The white house, almost dead centre, on the crest of the hill, was home. It was a railway house in the south side of the rail yard.
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			Eileen, Frank and his sister Cynthia

			Eileen is keeping on keeping on, true to the Lucas Clan’s family motto, “Respice Finem”. It translates as ‘Regard the End’. Every time I arrive to talk with Eileen and ask her what she has been doing she replies “I’ve just been sitting here. That’s what I do”. “Did you think you would live this long?” I ask. “No, you just go on and on. That’s the way it goes”.
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			Happy 105th Birthday – Eileen Woosnam
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			Sources:
‘Beech Forest: Capital On The Ridge’ (2021) ‘By The Barwon’ (2005-2016)
‘Choppers & Chippers’ (2019)
‘Homes In The Hills’ (2017)
‘Rail Centre Colac’ (2015)
‘The Ridge 2005 To 2018’
Murray Earnest Hall: ‘Walk A War In My Shoes’ (2018)
Norman Houghton: ‘Beech Forest - A Century On The Ridge’ (1984)
The Age: Friday Jan 19, 1973
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