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Things are happening at Paynesville Maritime Museum and it is an 
exciting time to get involved. We will be issuing the PMM Journal twice 
per year to distribute the longer research works so our readers can be 
involved as well. Feedback is welcome as we can only improve if we 
know your likes and dislikes. 

Whilst the aim is to publish as much original PMM material as we can we 
will, where it brings related material to the attention of our readers, 
reproduce information from other societies and sources. 

Welcome to Issue Four 

 Paynesville Maritime Museum is proud to bring to our members and 
supporters the fourth issue of The PMM Journal which will supplement 
the monthly PMM e-Bulletin with the longer stories and research reports 
that the e-Bulletin format and timetable does not support. 

Subject to having sufficient material available each time, we intend to 
publish The PMM Journal twice each year. 

Please let us know your comments and preferences for The PMM 
Journal as only with your input can we develop the Journal as a truly 
representative publication. 

Contents 

  • Swan Reach Bridge: Steamer access to the upper reaches of the 
Tambo River was an essential for the farms of the area prior to the 
development of road transport . The construction of a road from 
Bairnsdale to lakes Entrance meant some form of bridge at Swan 
Reach. To enable steamer access the centre section of the bridge 
hinged up. 

 Author—Chris James 

  • Paynesville in 1888: To show off his new steamer in build at 
 Paynesville, J C Dahlsen hosted a group on a steamer voyage to 
 see the ship and the town. The reporter from the Bairnsdale 
 Advertiser recorded this story and we have made some 
 additional comments. 

 Notes by PMM members 

  • Boomerang:  A yacht so different that it had almost mythical 
 status. This article delves into the design history and 
 construction of Boomerang. 

 Author—Rob Cook 
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• Seine Fishing - Paynesville Style: A pictorial explanation of the
way that Paynesville fishermen employed Seine netting. 

Authors - Ross Gilsenan and Rob Cook 

• Wood damage from Teredo Worm: It caused the downfall
(literally) of the Swan Reach bridge and had a significant effect 
on the Curlip story, Teredo is the feared enemy of wooden boats 
and structures and this article tells about it. 

Prepared from the Internet. 

• It's just fly fishing against net fishing: This story from PMM
member David Harris tracks the ever present conflict between 
amateur fishermen from Melbourne and the commercial netters 
on the Lakes. 

Author - David Harris 

• Faces and Places - Where we provide snippets of information
relating to prior issues of the PMM Journal. Poddy mullet and 
the Priestman dredge. 

Read and enjoy.

 BACK ISSUES of The PMM Journal are available on 
request from Paynesville Maritime Museum and Journal 
stockists 

PMM members are invited to contribute their work for publication  

in The PMM Journal. Contact PMM for details of layout, font size etc. 

This PMM Journal is sent to friends and supporters of PMM as well to our 
members, if you would prefer to not receive these Journals then please reply by 
return and request it. 

For those who can see it is a good thing to support and belong to, then tell us 
and we will send a membership form. Membership of PMM is just $30 per year.  

 Paynesville Maritime Museum Incwww.pmm.org.au 
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Before bridges were built over the rivers on the primitive 
road between Bairnsdale and Lakes Entrance (then called 
Cunninghame) the rivers were crossed by hand operated 
punts and these punts were supplied and maintained by the 
local Shire authority at considerable expense.   

 

 

Proposal to Build a Bridge 

In 1889 the Tambo Shire proposed construction of a bridge over the Tambo River at Swan Reach but there 
were strong objections from the communities living upstream due to the probable obstruction to shipping. 
The bridge would otherwise need to be 70 feet (21 metres) above water level to allow steamers to pass 
underneath and with the cost involved the proposal was rejected. 

A new punt was put into use in 1896 but on 12th November 1901 with a load of cattle onboard it capsized and 
sank so road traffic had to divert to the Johnsonville punt until a replacement could be provided.  

Construction of the Bridge - 1905 

In 1905 a wooden bridge with a "drawbridge" section was built. The Coate Brothers were the successful 
contractors at a cost of £3305-10s ($6611) and £694 ($1388) for ironwork supplied by Johns and Waygood 
from Melbourne. 

The first wooden piles were driven in May 1905 and on December 22nd Thomas Langdon MLA representing 
the government declared the bridge open. 

Early in 1906 George Jellef was appointed to the position of bridge opener. 

Draw Bridge Operation 

Before the bridge was constructed the plans were revised - it being suggested that the spans be reduced from 
100 feet to four of 50 feet and these alterations were agreed by Mr Smith CE and Mr Davidson, Inspector 
General along with the Tambo Shire. 

A hydraulic cylinder was intended to be used for lifting the bridge so that both sections would lift at the same 
time on operation by one man, but this principle was not used in the final bridge. 

Instead the bridge had an opening section about midstream and was opened by pumping water into a large 
tank on either side, suspended under the bridge on a cantilever type of construction which lifted the two 
parts of the centre section to allow a vessel to proceed through. The bridge sections dropped back into place 
as the water was released from the tanks. 

The Swan Reach Lift Bridge 

Chris James 



 

Note: Thus far we have been unable to locate and drawings or information as to the operation of the tanks, 
questions to be researched include: 

• Did the bridge require one or two operators or were the two sections connected by pipes in the bed of 
the river? 

• How was the water pumped into the tanks? and more intriguingly 
• How was the water let out of the tanks when they were down close to the river surface? 

As a vessel approached the Captain would sound a long blast on the steam whistle to warn the bridge opener 
to open the bridge. 

The "PS Tanjil" was on a regular run from Bairnsdale on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays so this was easy 
for the bridge opener as the time would not vary much, but there were two other steamers which caused Roy 
Howlett, the bridge opener at the time, a lot of trouble. 

The "Lady Harriett" and her barge was a frequent but not regular user of the bridge but the "SS Burrabogie" 
might turn up at any time with its Captain blowing the steam whistle to get the bridge open. 

The bridge was not opened at night because there were no suitable lights to control the road traffic. 

Opening Ceremony of the Draw Bridge - 22nd December 1905 

From the newspaper report of the time: 

"On Friday afternoon the bridge was formally opened by Thomas Langdon. A good many were present from 
Bairnsdale including Mr Jus Cameron MLA, the Premier and the Minister of Public Works were unable to 
attend. 

On Friday morning the children of the Swan Reach and Johnsonville schools, under the direction of their 
teachers, decorated the bridge with ferns and bunting. 

The bridge is a substantial one of dressed timber with the floor about 25 feet above the summer level of the 
river. The bridge will be a great asset to the district as most of the Orbost traffic will now pass through Swan 
Reach, it being the most direct route. 

Prior to the formal opening the school children were lined up on the bridge and sang "Australia" followed by 
"God Save the King". A ribbon was stretched across and the Minister, after a short address, untied the knot in 
the centre and declared the bridge open for traffic. After cheers and mutual congratulations the lift span was 



raised and lowered two or three times and the bridge was officially dedicated to the use of of the people of 
Swan Reach and all the others in East Gippsland. 

About fifty people attended the banquet held in the Mechanics Institute that evening. 

Collapse of the Bridge - 16th November 1925 

The bridge collapsed on Monday 16 November at about 10 o'clock in the morning, owing to several of the 
main supports breaking at water level. With the breaking of the two main piles the main platform fell into the 
river. 

 

A Mr Robert Struce was crossing the bridge and avoided falling into the water by clinging to part of the bridge. 
The drivers of several cars approaching the bridge were warned just in time. One car had just crossed the 
bridge. 

There was heavy traffic on the bridge on the Sunday but residents had for sometime been concerned about 
the safety of the bridge. 

The piles had been inspected by a diver about three months prior and he reported the bridge to be perfectly 
safe, but the piles had been so badly affected by Teredo worm that it was considered that a new bridge would 
have to be constructed. 

All traffic to Lakes Entrance was affected and required to make a five mile (8 km) detour to use the punt at 
Johnsonville in order to reach Bairnsdale. 

Temporary Bridge - 1926 and Construction of a Permanent Bridge - 1932 

From the newspaper report of the time: 

The bridge which suddenly collapsed at Swan reach some time ago still lies there in the Tambo River. It is a 
danger to vessels doing the journey as far as Bridle Creek. 

 

 



 

The collapsed bridge still lying in the water 

 

A small bridge which opens to allow steamers to 
pass has been erected across the river as a 
temporary measure. It is feared that the first big 
flood will sweep away the temporary bridge. 

The fact that the collapsed bridge is on the 
Princes Highway and that thousands of motor 
cars crossed it every month, it seems strange that 
steps have not been taken for its replacement. 
Failing that it might be made safe for the small vessels passing to and fro. 

 

A permanent concrete bridge was constructed in 1932 and that ended the use of steamers on the Tambo 
River, although by that time road transport had evolved such that only "Burrabogie" was still making the run. 

 

References: 

Material from TROVE of newspapers of the time 

Photographs from the PMM Collection 
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Introduction: This article has been included to give an explanation of the Teredo worm, which was 
the reason for the collapse of the Swan Reach bridge. 

 

Shipworms, also called by mariners the ‘termites of the sea’ belong to the genus Teredo, the most 
notorious of which is Teredo navali, originally native to the Caribbean Sea.  

It is actually a clam that tunnels through wood submerged in the sea. Though the Teredo serves an 
ecological value in degrading timber that fall into the ocean, it has also caused considerable damage 
to wooden boats even since man first ventured out to sea. Shipworms have been the bane to ancient 
mariners till the advent of copper clad ships by the 18th century and modern toxic coatings.  

 

Wood damage from Teredo worms in the 
marine environment 

 



These boring clams weakened the unprotected wooden hulls of ships to the point that they broke 
apart in the open sea without any warning. The Greeks and the Phoenicians certainly knew about 
them since 3,000 BC, lathering the hulls of their ships with wax and tar to keep them away. The 
Romans used combinations of lead, tar and pitch to cover their boats. 

Unbeknown to Columbus, his first voyage to the Caribbean Sea in 1492 exposed his ships to the 
world’s most Teredo-infested waters, likely due to the higher salinity of the Caribbean. The ships that 
arrived later brought back Teredo navalis to Europe, where they can be found even as far away as 
the North Sea, having adapted to the cold environments. Unknown number of ships had been lost 
just because of Teredo worms. These same worms caused the collapse of the wooden supports used 
for the dikes of Holland in 1731 causing flooding, 250 years after the first voyage of Columbus. Only 
the timely replacement of the outer surfaces of the dike with stones prevented more catastrophes. 
Over the last few hundred years, all of the oceans have been colonized by Teredo worms.  

The Teredo also secretes a calcium-rich framework that coated the inside surface of the tube, 
keeping it stable and crush proof.  

In modern times, we have yet to escape the wrath of the Teredo. Wharves, piers, jetties and piling 
started collapsing in San Francisco Bay between 1919 and 1921, resulting in almost 20 billion dollars 
worth of damage in today’s money, all because of Teredo. The mouth of the Hudson River of New 
Jersey and New York was once considered a ‘dead’ waterway, devoid of fish life because of the 

overwhelming industrial pollution since the 1930’s. Ship 
captains used to sail their boats through NY harbor just to 
kill off shipworms and barnacles. That’s how polluted it 
was. In 1972, the US Federal Clean Water Act limited 
discharge into the rivers and proactively revitalized the 
waterways. By the 1990’s fish had returned. And so did the 
Teredo, with a vengeance.  

This period also saw the voluntary ban by the timber 
industry on the use of creosote and CCA (chromated 

copper arsenate) to prevent further leaching of the toxic chromium and arsenic to the environment. 
These wood preservatives prevented fungi from rotting the wood away and were also quite good at 
killing off the shipworms as well. The environmentally sound actions had unintended 
consequences—piers and piling that no longer used preservatives started collapsing, hollowed 
through by Teredo worms.  

Economic value? So far, there is no known commercial value for Teredo other than in some Pacific 
Islands where they are a delicacy. Teredo worms make a special Philippine delicacy called tamilok, 
appreciated by natives of Palawan Island and Aklan Province of 
Panay Island, where extensive mangrove forests serve as 
home for the clams. It is prepared with vinegar, chili peppers 
and onions. It is a delicacy that is certainly not for the timid.  
Biology of Teredo Considering the economic importance of 
preventing Teredo infestation, it is surprising how little known 
about the life cycle of this clam. In general, the sex in the wild is 
1 Teredo male per 1,500 females. After fertilizing the eggs by 
the male Teredo, the developing embryos are protected inside 
the mother until they develop into larvae competent to colonize other locations outside the home 
tunnel. Then, the little Teredos settle in the same wood or nearby timber. Then it starts burrowing 
through the wood as it grows, parallel to the grain, only turning to avoid any knot on the wood or if 



there is any obstruction. By the time it reaches adulthood, it is already at least a foot long and half 
inch thick. If you think this is big for a worm, its Sumatran cousin, the Giant Teredo, grows to six feet 
long, but lives in the muddy bottom of the sea rather than inside wood.  

Unlike other typical clams, the shell covers only a tiny portion of the Teredo and is used more like a 
drill bit to burrow a circular hole through the wood. The tube-like home is capped at the opening of 
the burrow with a secreted calcareous cover, with protruding siphons that allow the animal to 
breathe, feed on plankton and excrete wastes. It appears that the Teredo lives out its life within its 
tunnel home, continuing to extend the length of its burrow. Actual life span of the Teredo in the wild 
is not known.  

The cellulose that makes up the wood is not sufficiently nutritious as food and the shipworm cannot 
normally digest it. It overcomes this limitation through a symbiotic relationship with bacteria, 
Teredinibacter turnerae, in its gills that secrete enzymes, called cellulases and nitrogenases, breaking 
down the cellulose and fixing nitrogen to build amino acids.  

Initial observations on trunks brought to the laboratory for examination generated some interesting 
insights into the biology of the Teredo worm.  

• The calcareous wall of the tunnel remained soft when wet and easily damaged. However, when 
carefully removed without damage, the ‘tube’ hardens, retaining the shape of the tunnel.  

• The colour of the Teredo is milky white when the wood is opened to expose the clam. However, 
once exposed to air and light, the clam changes in colour in less than one minute to a bluish tinge. 
 
Interesting aspects: 1) The behaviour of the shipworm inspired Marc Brunel, a French engineer, to 
devise a method, which he patented in 1818, to tunnel under the Thames River in England, the first 
of its kind ever built under a river bed. His technique called the “tunneling shield” made use of his 
observations while working on a shipyard on how the valves with fine ridges were used by the 
Teredo to drill through the wood, while protecting itself from being crushed. 

2) Teredo cellulases are the same enzymes, derived from fungi, used to create your stonewashed 
denim jeans by breaking down the cellulose on the outer surface of the cloth. Now, it is also a major 
ingredient in most laundry detergents to improve cleaning efficiency. The potential of Teredo-
derived cellulases is in its future use in biofuels because it is likely more efficient than fungal 
cellulases in converting paper-mill cellulose waste into ethanol or methanol. 

 

This article is derived from the Poseidon Sciences website at 
http://www.poseidonsciences.com/teredo-worm.html  to whom we are most grateful. 

http://www.poseidonsciences.com/teredo-worm.html
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 ‘It’s just fly fishing against net fishing… ’ 

 

Introduction 

The Gippsland Lakes share with the larger coastal and marine environments of North America and 
Europe a common story of environmental degradation and declining fish numbers. Where wild fish 
are harvested for sport and for profit there are similar histories of contested shorelines, government 
regulations, and vested interests intertwined with politics, economics, culture and competing views 
of nature. On the Gippsland Lakes, in the late nineteenth century, an added dimension was the 
environmental transformation that accompanied rapid colonisation and nation building. 

This article deals with the period after 1878 when the Gippsland Lakes experienced a boom in 
commercial fishing and angling made possible by the opening of the rail connection between Sale and 
Melbourne. Opened in March 1878, the railway multiplied the economic value of the fish in the 
Gippsland Lakes by providing the means to deliver the catch in a fresh condition to the Melbourne Fish 
Market and more distant regional centres at Bendigo and Ballarat. At the same time, it increased the 
economic potential of the Lakes for the holiday trade as it brought anglers and shooters from 
Melbourne in search of fish and game. 

In May 1879, three colonial politicians took evidence and heard opinions at public meetings in Sale, 
Bairnsdale, Rosherville and Toonalook about the operation of the newly expanded fresh fish trade on 
the Lakes. The meetings received detailed coverage in city and local Gippsland newspapers that was 
possibly a measure of the public interest in the potential benefits that the railway would bring to this 
corner of the colony. Unlike previous fishing inquiries, there was no report produced following the 
Gippsland visit. In a very brief statement to parliament, one of the politicians who took part noted that, 
as all the grievances presented during the meetings had been resolved, a report was unnecessary. 

The fact-finding excursion produced few tangible outcomes but the public meetings provided a forum 
for the broader discussion of contentious issues that went beyond the economics of commercial fishing 
to include competing views about the Lakes’ ecology and the regulation of commercial fishing. Although 
concerns about the impact of commercial fishing on Victorian inshore fisheries had been raised 
previously, the growth of the Gippsland Lakes as a site for commercial fishing and angling seemed to 
amplify these long-standing tensions. 

The debates resonated throughout the 1880s as claims and counterclaims were made about the 
environmental impact of commercial fishing and use of seine fishing nets. Yet, given the lack of 
knowledge about the breeding habits of most fish species in the Lakes or the ecosystem they inhabited, 
commercial fishers and the angling groups were engaged in a contest between their competing views of 
nature. Although the debate about commercial fishing with nets on the Gippsland Lakes was framed in 
terms of whether or not it was destructive, the conflict between the different groups had more to do 
with their specific social and economic interests. 

Local historians have referred to the year 1878 as the beginning of commercial fishing on the 
Gippsland Lakes, but rather than a ‘beginning’ it was more a transition from an earlier phase, dating 
from the 1860s, when Indigenous and non-Indigenous fishers sold fresh and preserved fish to a 
variety of markets. While the discussion in this chapter commences with 1878, it is in the context of 
a shift from a mixed artisanal fish trade to a combination of family-based businesses of small 
capitalists and groups of more inexperienced commercial fishers supplementing other incomes.  

"It's just fly fishing against net fishing ..." 

Commercial Fishing, Angling and the Gippsland Lakes 
1870s to 1880s 

David Harris 

 



Recent research into the Chinese fish-curing industry at Port Albert suggests the need for further 
investigation of the contribution to the colonial economy by the Chinese fishing community at 
Metung. Equally, accounts of post-conquest Indigenous fishing on the south coast of New South 
Wales and on the Murray River indicate the need for further consideration of how the Indigenous 
population engaged with the European economy through the sale and barter of fish from the 
Gippsland Lakes. 

After 1878 the Gippsland Lakes appeared to be a contested space where commercial fishing 
interests faced the angling clubs and the influential fish acclimatisation societies. At the same time, 
individual anglers and commercial fishers developed interdependent relationships at holiday times 
when anglers paid commercial fishers to take them fishing. The focus of this article is with these 
entwined and contradictory relationships that were evident during the politicians’ expedition to 
Gippsland in 1879. 

The Paynesville Visit of May 1879 

At 10 o’clock in the morning on Saturday, 17 May 1879, a meeting was held aboard the steamer 
Kangaroo between a group of fishers, representing the local fishing community on the Gippsland 
Lakes, and the three Victorian parliamentarians. Beneath an awning erected to provide shelter from 
the constant drizzle, and seated on the raised platform of the Kangaroo’s wheel deck, sat the 
colonial politicians and Captain Charles Payne. Parliamentary representatives Francis Mason, 
Benjamin Davies and Frederick Smyth met for two hours with Duncan Alexander from Geelong, 
Henry Watson from Queenscliff and Point Nepean, William Robertson from Port Albert and William 
Carstairs from Western Port. The four had been appointed at a meeting the previous evening to 
represent the views of commercial fishers to the parliamentarians. 

While most who attended the meeting with the parliamentary delegation on the Kangaroo 
seemed to be recent arrivals on the Lakes, they appeared intent on creating a permanent 
settlement there. Toonalook was the official name of the place where they had gathered but, by 
August 1879, when applying for Fishermen’s Licenses, the fishers were calling it Paynesville – after 
Captain Payne, the Chief Fishery Inspector. Payne was known to have a good relationship with the 
fishers but whether the naming was sincere or ironic flattery of a government official, it served the 
purpose of defining the area as a fishing settlement. Much of the waterfront land was taken up by 
commercial fishers under section 47 of the Land Act 1869 under which they could take out licences 
to occupy Crown lands for 
‘fishermen’s residences’ or 
for other purposes such as 
net drying. Licence fees 
cost five shillings, 10 
shillings, one pound or 
three pounds a year 
depending on the distance 
from Melbourne and 
whether the site was in a 
borough or a town. Not all 
fishers took out a licence at 
Toonalook, as some had 
taken up land as selectors, 
while others set up 
temporary camps along the 
shoreline.  

 
The new wave of fishers who, with their families, settled at Toonalook brought a keen 

understanding of how the railway would benefit the growth of commercial fishing in the colony. 



They were aware of how similar circumstances had occurred in Britain where the railway provided 
quick access to metropolitan markets. Experienced commercial fishers, such as William Carstairs, 
looked to the future based on the experience of fishing in Britain but there was a lingering 
perception in other sectors of the colony that commercial fishing was a pre-industrial livelihood. 
Throughout the 1870s, concern was also voiced in the press that fishers lacked the necessary 
modern equipment and skills that were considered integral to the success of the fishing industry at 
‘home’. The colonial fish trade was thought to be old-fashioned, and this view was evident in Samuel 
Calvert’s illustration of the fishing station at Paynesville. 

 
Employed as an artist for the Illustrated Australian News, Calvert accompanied the politicians on 

their visit to the Lakes in 1879. His engraving of the fishing station suggested a pre-industrial scene. 
Fishermen – with similar beards, hats and boots – lounge against their boats, or against their drying 
nets, idly engaged in conversation. Their huts, surrounded by piles of fishing baskets and stacked 
sawn timber, contribute to the sense of a pioneer setting overwhelmed by a primeval forest of tall 
trees. 

The sketch suggests that these people were simple fishers, eking out a subsistence livelihood. 
Absent from the scene were the women and children who had been amongst the 80 people 
welcoming the visitors the previous day. One report had counted a quarter of the throng as children 
between the ages of five and 12 years. While the scene reached into the past, it was the present and 
the future that held the attention of these fishing families. Their children would be the first 
generation to benefit from the 1872 Education Act and one of their requests to the visiting 
politicians was for a school that the community offered to build if the government provided a 
teacher. One report observed: 

There are portions of thirty or forty families living at this place engaged in the fishing industry; 
together with those of a few selectors, portions we say for nearly all the wives and younger 
children have been sent away because there is no school in the place, although it is said that 
there are now thirty children of school age, and were a school established the number would 
be soon doubled. 

For commercial fishers, an investment in fishing as a livelihood was an investment in the future for 
their families. They expected colonial government assistance through the provision of services for 
the community; restrictions on the creation of monopolies in the fish trade; a school and post office; 
government support through the lowering of rail transport costs; a restriction on the monopoly of 
the Melbourne Corporation Fish Market through the construction of additional metropolitan 
markets for the sale of their fish; and controls on fish hawkers who they alleged created a monopoly 
on the sale of fish and charged exorbitant prices to the public. Earlier inquiries had not canvassed 
such a range of views. These were the concerns of individuals with a sense of how their livelihoods 
would be part of a future colonial economy. 

Calvert framed the meeting 
between the fishers and the 
politicians as a dramatic tableau. 
Journalists often portrayed ‘the 
fishermen’ as romantic figures 
existing just outside the new 
industrial society; one referred to 
fishing as ‘a natural, and time 
honored industry’ and this sense of 
it was apparent in the description 
of the fishing settlement at 
Paynesville: 

The place is rustic, and of course 
a little primitive, the huts of the 



fishermen being originally canvas, more or less enclosed and built over with the ti-tree boughs 
or cane and thatched with reeds, the material for which is abundant. Many of these huts have 
good chimney stacks constructed of poles and inter woven with sticks, hurdle fashion, and 
more or less faced with mud where found necessary. 

 

The evidence that the fishers presented to the inquiry was in stark contrast to this romantic notion 
of fishing. William Carstairs’ account, in particular, suggested he had a clear sense that fishing was an 
industry with economic potential. His contribution to the meeting, as reported in the Gippsland 
Times and the Argus, concentrated on a detailed breakdown of the costs of running his business, 
while the other three fishers generally confined themselves to particular grievances. His evidence to 
a later inquiry in 1892 contained similar precise observations about costs, weights and quantities. 

While commercial fishers were preoccupied with the economic potential of the fish trade on the 
Lakes, other locals were opposed to the growth in commercial net fishing. At a meeting on the Friday 
evening in Bairnsdale, they petitioned the visiting parliamentarians with concerns about the use of 
seine fishing nets by commercial fishers. Frederick Smyth’s provocative reading of the petition to the 
meeting on the Kangaroo produced a predictable uproar of derisive and mocking laughter amongst 
the assembled group of fishers. One fisher called out that ‘It’s just fly fishing against net fishing, 
that’s what the petition means, sir; any fisherman would laugh at it’. As Roughley explains, a seine 
net ‘consists of a long shallow strip of cotton net, the upper edge attached to a rope… with corks 
arranged at intervals to give it buoyancy, and the lower edge secured to a line… weighted at intervals 
with small pieces of lead’. The concern was that these nets caught under-sized fish. Repeating 
criticisms that had appeared in local newspapers during the previous year, the petition alleged that 
these fish were left by the ‘cart load’ to rot ‘on the lake shore… polluting the atmosphere to such an 
extent as to be almost unbearable’. The continued use of seine nets, the petition alleged, would 
potentially destroy the fishing industry on the Lakes. Being particularly adapted to use in shallow 
water, such as the waters of the Lakes, and as it was a traditional style of net, the suggestion to not 
use seine netting was asking commercial fishers to stop using a key tool of their trade. For older 
fishers, the comment possibly revived earlier debates in the colony about fishing regulations 
protecting the class interests of a privileged few. 

The comment about net and fly-fishing was also an expression of two divergent views of nature 
amongst European colonisers. For one group, the Lakes were a work place – a site where fishers 
earned their livelihoods – while for others it was where they came to play at the sport of angling. 
Even the original choice of the site for a settlement at the entrance to the Lakes was chosen on the 
basis of its views and the opinion that it would ‘become a fashionable watering-place’. Connie Chiang 
identified similar patterns at Monterey in California where ‘working landscapes were often tourist 
attractions; tourist attractions were also working landscapes’. But a difference between the 
Gippsland Lakes and other fisheries in North America or Europe was that commercial fishing and the 
holiday angling trade developed at the same time due to the railroad. Accordingly, the character of 
the working landscape on the Lakes appeared to shift at different times of the year because some 
fishers could benefit from the arrival of the sporting anglers. Government fishing regulations on the 
Lakes limited the times and places where net fishing was permitted, so anglers and commercial 
fishers were unexpectedly brought together in a mutually beneficial relationship. Tourism would 
become an alternative stream of income for some commercial fishing families during the times of 
the year that netting was banned on the Lakes. Fishers charged to take anglers out for a day’s fishing 
on the water and, in many fishing communities, the front room of the family’s house was rented out 
to summer visitors. Although some commercial fishers benefitted financially from the holiday anglers 
on the Lakes, tensions with particular angling clubs and fish acclimatisers continued throughout the 
1880s. In addition, the increase in the numbers of commercial fishers challenged the capacity of the 
government to enforce its fishery laws and regulations on the Lakes. 



The Fish Trade in Transition 

The meetings held in 1879 were a departure from previous official inquiries and foreshadowed a 
new direction in how the colonial government would respond to commercial fishing over the next 
decade. Increasingly, the management of the fishery became a question of balancing the types of 
concerns about commercial fishing referred to in the petition handed to the politicians in Bairnsdale. 
Previous fishing inquiries held in 1861–62 and 1873 only took evidence in Melbourne and they were 
more concerned with restricting the use of nets and regulating the minimum size of fish caught than 
with the operation of the fish trade. The 1873 inquiry gathered evidence from beyond Port Phillip 
Bay, but the only response dealing with the Gippsland Lakes came from William Foster, the Police 
Magistrate at Sale. Foster was a gentleman angler who argued for an extension of the ban on the use 
of nets in rivers to include the shores of the Lakes. 

By 1879, the expansion of the colony’s railways shifted the economic potential of the colony’s 
fisheries. More than changes in political attitudes or perceptions of commercial fishing, the railway 
transformed the possible economic uses of the Gippsland Lakes for the tourist industry and for the 
fish trade. To the east and west of Melbourne, fishing towns along the coast benefited from the 
expansion of the railway network as they now had more efficient transport to supply the Melbourne 
market with fresh fish and, by the 1890s, fish were arriving from South Australia for sale at the 
Melbourne market. Portland fishers were sending their catch via the line to Hamilton from 1878 but 
it was not until 1889 that Port Fairy could supply Melbourne and Ballarat with barracouta. Queenscliff 
was connected by rail to Geelong in 1879 and, as Brad Duncan has observed, ‘the opening of the 
Geelong to Queenscliff railway in 1879 dramatically expanded the scope and viability of the 
Queenscliff fishing industry to include Melbourne, Ballarat, Bendigo and Portland’. 

Although no official statistical account of the colonial fishing industry was taken until 1889, the 
expansion of these fishing grounds – particularly in Gippsland – increased the amount of fresh fish 
sent for sale at the Melbourne Market. Local newspapers often carried reports about the number of 
baskets of fish that were sent to the Melbourne Fish Market by rail. For example, in 1878 the 
Gippsland Times reported: 

The present export, which is in its infancy… is approximately 250 baskets per week of four days 
(each basket weighing 56lb), and 8 or 10 cwt. of eels every night. These quantities, it is 
assumed, will be trebled when the present drawbacks are removed. 

A further indication of growth in the trade was the amount of unsold fish at the Market, which 
became a matter of increasing concern in the 1880s. During a three-month period in 1886 the 
Inspector of Fisheries and Game reported 65 tons of fish were destroyed due to the inability to sell it 
and, in the space of one morning, 80 baskets of fish that could not find a buyer were given to charity. 

Increasingly, there were individuals – other than the fisher or the fishmonger – who had an 
interest in the fish trade. Fish companies formed and boats were built for transporting the fish to the 
rail head, bringing increasing numbers of individuals into the trade who made an income from it 
without hauling a net or seeing a fish from the moment of capture to the point of sale. As the trade 
increased and more livelihoods depended on it, colonial politicians in constituencies close to the 
fishing grounds began to take more notice of the local fishing communities, as discussed below. 

Acclimatisers, Anglers and Commercial Fishers 

In 1878, a Bairnsdale publican, Frederick Gingell warned of the threat posed by seine nets to the 
survival of hatchery-bred salmon that had been released in the rivers that flowed into the Lakes: 

I beg to remind you that it is not many weeks since Sir S. Wilson at considerable trouble and 
expense placed a large number of young salmon in several of our Gippsland Rivers. What 
chance they will have if the objectionable practices alluded to… are allowed to continue I 
cannot conceive. 



Gingell’s perspective about the dangers of commercial fishing nets to hatchery-bred fish had been 
previously used as an argument during the 1873 inquiry into commercial fishing. On that occasion, 
William Foster referred to the English trout that had been imported from Tasmania and released in 
local rivers in 1870 at a ‘considerable cost’. He advocated increasing the restrictions on the use of 
nets on the Lakes but particularly at the mouths of the rivers that flowed into them. 

Gingell and Foster were repeating arguments against the use of nets by commercial fishers, 
particularly in rivers, that were presented by the fish acclimatisers in the Victorian Acclimatisation 
Society. Established in Melbourne in 1861 by Edward Wilson, the editor and, by the 1860s, part 
owner of the Argus, the Acclimatisation Society was part of a wider movement, a popular response 
by European colonisers to the exotic lands they had conquered. The Society did not oppose 
commercial fishing, but neither did it want commercial fishers netting the foreign fish that it was 
introducing, for the sport of anglers and the ‘improvement’ of nature, into Victorian rivers. Its image 
as a scientific movement appealed to educated men, in particular, amongst the middle to upper class 
in Melbourne but also in regional centres across the colony where local acclimatisation societies 
were formed, usually as a way of organising the distribution of foreign fish into local streams and 
rivers. They lobbied parliamentarians, some of whom held official positions within the societies, and 
assisted police as honorary fishing inspectors, enforcing regulations on commercial fishers who were 
caught breaking the law. The membership of the societies in country towns mirrored the class 
character of the Melbourne group, usually with local pastoralists, professional men or politicians 
holding official positions. 

The movement also tapped into growing environmental concerns. In the 1850s, Victoria’s 
commercial fisheries had been plundered with the same urgency that motivated the gold seekers 
who hoped to turn a quick profit. As in the California rush, oysters and shrimps were a popular catch 
because they were easily harvested, realising a speedy return when sold on the streets or in public 
houses. Local oyster beds were soon destroyed to the extent that by the end of the 1850s the oyster 
beds of Westernport Bay were barren while fish numbers in Port Phillip Bay were also thought to be 
declining. 

Attempts to control the exploitation of the fisheries met resistance in the early generation of 
colonists. For many gold rush immigrants, controls on netting were perceived as a way ‘to prevent a 
set of hard working men from earning a livelihood’ through the introduction of ‘the infernal system 
of the English game laws’. The link between fishing regulations and the protection of class interests 
and privilege were evident to many of this early generation of colonists. One writer observed at the 
beginning of the 1850s that: 

With reference to the [English] Game Laws, the introduction of anything approaching to their 
nature, would lead, in all probability, to results which, unfortunately, too many in these 
colonies have reason to regret. 

These laws in England had restricted hunting to gentleman landowners and, as Bolton has 
suggested, the first generation of white Australians carried a deep resentment about any legislative 
controls on hunting in the colonies. Even in the 1860s, the spectre of the English game laws exerted 
an influence on debates about fauna protection legislation in the New South Wales and Victorian 
parliaments. 

Colonial observers also pointed to the local exploitation of native wild life. Naturalist and 
professional hunter Horace Wheelwright, writing of his experiences in Melbourne of the 1850s, 
observed that sea fishing like much else in the colony was ‘now overdone’. By the early 1860s there 
were reports on the disappearance of shrimps and other types of marine life and, according to James 
Putwain, the Inspector of Fisheries and Oyster Beds, the depletion of ‘whiting, mullet, guardfish and 
bream’ in the Bay and the careless destruction of the natural oyster beds in Westernport Bay. The 
extent to which fish supplies were dwindling was a regular topic for discussion in the Melbourne 
papers, with blame linked to the small net-mesh size used or, sometimes, to Chinese fishers. 

After the environmental ravages of the gold rush, an aspect of the debate about net fishing that 
developed was a concern with the destructive impact of humans on the environment. City 



newspapers like the Argus carried articles drawing attention to the environmental destruction 
around Melbourne. The use of nets in rivers to catch fish not only deprived anglers of sport but was 
no different, the Argus suggested, from the shooters who had waged ‘a war of extermination’ 
against birds in Melbourne. There was a link, the paper warned, between the ‘indiscriminate 
slaughter of small birds’ by colonists and the devastation that had occurred in the summer of 1861–
62 to ‘gardens, fields and orchards’ in the colony by ‘aphids, grubs and beetles of various kinds’. 
Observing that Tasmania had introduced legislation to ban the use of nets in rivers, the paper 
supported similar bans in Victoria and a complete ban on fishing during the spawning season. The 
Argus looked to the precedents of European laws protecting swallows and storks – wildlife that was 
considered ‘useful’. 

Other views identified the inexhaustible riches of the ocean. In 1864, GS Lang addressed the 
Acclimatisation Society on the untapped riches of the ocean: 

There is… every reason to believe that we have under the waters as extensive a field for the 
profitable exertion of our energies as we have on the land, though hitherto left as utterly 
useless and unprofitable as were our pastures before a white man trod upon them. 

Lang’s dismissal of Indigenous industry and economy was typical but there were other attitudes 
expressing a common belief in the inexhaustible bounty of the oceans that were separate from 
notions of cultural entitlement. One letter writer to the Argus in 1873 was optimistic about the 
resources of the ocean, observing that, ‘the crop of the earth is mostly once a year, but the crop of 
the sea is to be had at all times and can not be exhausted’. 

By the 1870s, Dingle argues, the Victorian Acclimatisation Society’s influence was waning. 
Nonetheless, groups such as the Fish Acclimatisation Society, the Anglers’ Society, the Geelong Fish 
Acclimatisation Society, the Ballarat Fish Acclimatisation Society and the Fish Protection Association 
sprang up, often with members of parliament holding executive positions. Many of the fish 
acclimatisers were also involved with fish hatcheries that enjoyed a measure of scientific authority 
during the period under discussion. Fish propagation was not a new idea but in the context of 
European colonisation it gained significance as a civilising measure of nature’s improvement by the 
colonisers. Their assumed knowledge about the colonial fishery gave the fish culturists and 
acclimatisers a degree of political influence that sustained tensions over commercial fishing 
throughout the 1880s. 

Managing the Fishery 

The character of commercial fishing on the Gippsland Lakes also changed after 1878 as more fishers 
arrived to harvest the bounty. New legislation introduced by the Victorian parliament in 1873 had 
lifted many of the restrictions on the use of nets and, as discussed above, the spread of the rail 
network in the late 1870s opened more distant fisheries to the Melbourne Fish Market. The Argus 
also raised public awareness of commercial fishing through a series of newspaper articles about the 
colony’s fishing communities. Moreover, the growth in the fishing industry in England and the 
various government inquiries and royal commissions that took evidence there during the 1860s and 
1870s encouraged colonials to make comparisons with the local fishing industry. Australia followed 
the English example with the first of the large official inquiries in New South Wales in December 
1879. 

Although commercial fishing would face opposition from the angling clubs and fish acclimatisers 
throughout the 1880s, government administration of the fishery was generally supportive of 
commercial fishers in this period. Unlike larger foreign fisheries – such as in the United States – 
colonial fishers did not face vast faceless bureaucracies, or different levels of administration, where 
the competing political interests of state and national authorities compounded a complex political 
landscape. To some extent, the familiarity between fishers and administrators may have assisted the 
growth of commercial fishing in this early period. Indeed, the seine net continued to be used with 
some restrictions on fishing in specific locations and at certain times. But commercial fishing on the 



Gippsland Lakes remained contentious throughout the 1880s. By 1886, Captain Mandeville, the 
Fisheries Commissioner, was recommending to the Minister for Trade and Customs that the Lakes 
should be entirely closed to netting because it was impossible to police the areas where commercial 
fishing had been banned. A preferred alternative site for a fishing industry, he recommended, was at 
Port Albert. 

For the period under discussion, the Fisheries Department remained a small addition to the 
Victorian Department of Customs and Trade, with only one paid officer who, amongst a host of other 
maritime duties, was also the Inspector of Fisheries. Fishers were not dealing with an impersonal 
bureaucracy where there was little understanding or appreciation of mari-time work. Captain 
Mandeville, who succeeded Captain Payne as Inspector of Fisheries, came to the position from a 
naval background. The inspectors regularly visited the ‘fishing stations’ along the coast, engaging 
with commercial fishers from the common basis of a shared understanding of the maritime world. 
Following his appointment as Inspector of Fisheries in 1878, Captain Payne took advice from the 
fishers about the most effective way to regulate the industry on the Lakes, and Mandeville was 
similarly sympathetic to the fishing communities with whom he worked. For example, in 
correspondence to the Minister for Trade and Customs in 1885, Mandeville wrote at length about 
the quality of the fishing community at Port Albert: 

The fishermen are a hard working well conducted set of men, who will I believe, bring up their 
children to their own calling, this being so, they take an interest in the fishing, and I am of the 
opinion that majority wish to have law and regulations and wish that they be enforced. They 
are bringing up a fine race of people, in fact the fine physique of the young men and boys 
strike the visitor… For instance one man has thirteen children, nice sons all about six feet and 
one they say is six feet six inches. 

During the decade after 1879, commercial fishers continued to pursue their economic concerns 
with the Victorian Government. As the industry grew and economic circumstances deteriorated, 
political influence became more significant in earning a livelihood and the formation of a 
representative body for the industry became essential. Increasingly, fishery management in the 
colony was influenced by changes overseas and, in the late 1880s, the government employed 
visiting experts to advise on fishing regulations. On the Gippsland Lakes, commercial fishing and 
angling continued to grow, though with frequent disputes arising from a continuation of the 
tensions that were evident at the 1879 meeting. 

Conclusion 

The visit by the parliamentary delegation to Gippsland in 1879 occurred within the context of growth 
brought about by the expansion of the colony’s railway network. Fresh fish could now be supplied 
regularly to urban and regional markets. At the same time, it was the beginning of an intense period 
of discussion about commercial fishing both in the Australian colonies and overseas. These changes 
found expression through government inquiries into colonial fisheries and in the holding of the First 
International Fisheries Exhibition in London in 1883. 

Environmental concerns about the growth in commercial fishing that had been part of the old 
debates about class and privilege were, for many in the colony, out of step with the optimism of 
economic development in the boom of the 1880s. Awareness about the environmental 
consequences of the uncontrolled exploitation of natural resources that was apparent and broadly 
discussed in the 1860s seemed to undergo a redefinition. The angling clubs and the fish 
acclimatisers continued to lobby effectively for regulations on commercial fishing on the Lakes but 
they were also increasingly perceived as pursuing their own interests at the expense of the 
commercial fishers’ livelihood. On the Gippsland Lakes, tensions between commercial fishing and 
sectors of the tourist industry continued to simmer at the end of the 1880s yet it was not apparent 
amongst individual anglers who paid commercial fishers to take them out fishing during the 
summer holidays. 



Commercial fishing was encouraged by the expansion of the railway to more-distant fishing 
grounds and governments offered rewards for the development of offshore fishing. Commercial 
fishers on the Lakes worked with the Inspector of Fisheries to regulate where and when fishing 
occurred but the size of the Lakes, combined with the varying levels of skill and expertise amongst 
commercial fishers, made the enforcement of regulations difficult. 

Lack of financial resources limited the government regulation of commercial fishing but the small 
size of the bureaucracy meant that fishers’ main concerns were less with politics than with the 
economics of the industry. They were part of an economy that was becoming more complex as the 
market for their product grew. The period between 1878 and the early 1890s was one of transition, 
where a traditional pre-industrial livelihood found itself becoming part of an expanding capitalist 
economy. By the 1890s, the political economy of commercial fishing was driving significant changes 
in the operation of the industry. This next stage would occur within the context of profound 
environmental change on the Lakes, as well as a more complex political and economic landscape 
brought about by Federation, economic growth, technology and the development of offshore 
trawling. 
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Abstract:  

It must have been something akin to an alien spaceship arriving on earth when Willie Hamilton's new 
yacht Boomerang first saw the light of day as it was rolled out of Peter Tierney's boat building shed 
at Paynesville. 

Previous racing yachts on the Gippsland Lakes had been of the traditional English plumb-stemmed 
with raked sterns that had developed from pilot cutters in the old country. Wanderer, still around 
now as a motor cruiser, was such a boat. 

With long overhangs at both ends and all graceful curves, Boomerang was the antithesis of the 
opposition and derived from the east coast of America where Herreshoff, Burgess and kin were 
turning out fast boats that were fun to sail. 

At PMM we are fortunate to have in our files a 1902 USA publication about 'Building a Knockabout'  
from which it is likely Boomerang was taken. C D Mower the author of the book also presented his 
version of  a 20 foot Knockabout and local photos indicate that Boomerang was built to those lines.

 

C D Mower 

Charles Drown Mower of New York was a noted yacht designer and author, and was at one time 
design editor of the Rudder magazine and a contributing author to Motor Boating magazine. 

He starting studying yacht design in 1895 with Arthur Binney and later Bowdoin B. Crowninshield, 
moving on to a partnership with Thomas D. Bowes in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania in 1911. During the 
first World War he served as a lieutenant commander in the Construction Corps, Naval Reserve. 

After the war Mower worked either alone or in partnership as Mower and Humphreys Ltd. He was 
also a chief naval architect at Henry B. Nevins, Inc., at City Island, New York, and in 1937 was 
associated with the office of Nelson & Reid, Inc. He was also official measurer of the Manhasset Bay 
Yacht Club, the Cruising Club of America and the New York Yacht Club. 

"BOOMERANG", a different yacht 

       Rob Cook 



The Mower Knockabout 

In 1902 the Rudder magazine published one of its popular 'how to build' series titled "How to Build  
Knockabout". A careful analysis of the boat from the book compared to photographs of 
"Boomerang" indicates a strong likelihood that they are one and the same 

Interestingly the term "Knockabout" is something of a misnomer as there was already a class of 
yacht with that design name already sailing in the USA, as admitted by Mower, and somewhat 
different to the easy lines of the Mower boats. 

What Mower intended was a shoal draft, roomy boat for the purpose of cruising or day sailing on 
inshore waters, "We offer her to you for cruising, and for such purpose you will find her an entirely 
trustworthy and handy model". 

Further adding "But let me warn you that she is not a racer, and will not be able to successfully 
compete with crack raceboats and other fast types". 

Mower describes this design as " A shoal draft, centreboard knockabout, with a moderate sail plan. 
The cockpit is large enough to accommodate a small sailing party comfortably, and in the cabin there 
is enough room for two or three fellows to cruise comfortably. The boat has good beam and fairly 
hard bilges so that she will carry her sail well and always be stiff and weatherly". 

All in all a boat that would be well suited to the Gippsland Lakes. 

Specifications: 

The principal dimensions for the Mower Knockabout are given as: 

• Length overall   31 ft 10 in  9.7 m 
• Length waterline  20 ft 1 in  6.1 m 
• Overhang forward  5 ft 0 in  1.52 m   
• Overhang aft   6 ft 9 in  2.05 m 
• Beam    9 ft 11 in  3.05 m 
• Draft - board up  1 ft 8 in  0.5 m 
• Draft - board down  5 ft 6 in  1.7 m 
• Sail area - mainsail  490 sq ft  45 sq m   
• Sail area -jib   125 sq ft  12 sq m 
• Ballast (inside)   1000 lbs  455 kg 
• Headroom, in cabin  4 ft 6 in 

 1.4 m 

Construction of 7/8 in (22 mm) with 1 by 1 in square 
frames of seasoned oak and 2 1/2 by 2 1/2 in oak bilge 
stringers and deck clamps. 

The book goes on to give a detailed explanation of how to 
build the Knockabout and fit it out. 



 

Comments on the design: 

Whilst being something entirely new to the Lakes scene the design has been biased, as C D Mower 
says, towards cruising comfort and ease of handling. The long easy run aft would make the boat 
quick downwind but, on the other hand, the almost spoon shaped bow would both slow the boat 
and throw a lot of spray back onto the crew in  typical Gippsland Lakes waveset. 

                 

   Knockabout Sections           Boomerang 

How it would perform in races would depend (a) on the types of boats being raced against as it 
would slam waves much like a fishing boat (full in the ends to carry weight) and (b) on who was 
sailing her. Clearly the skill-set needed would have been somewhat different to that for the usual 
boats of the Lakes of the times. Not difficult for modern sailors but alien to the time. 

With a lifting keel and shallow rudder Boomerang would have been an excellent choice for sliding in 
and out of the nooks of the Lakes. How the long, shallow rudder performed in a Lake Victoria sou-
easter is however a matter of conjecture and she was probably quite heavy on the helm in those 
conditions. On the other hand the cockpit and accommodations would have found favour with those 
intrepid guests who were not such experienced sea goers. 

The Owner: 

Thomas Hamilton was from a family of Ensay settlers and had the house Ilfracombe on Newlands 
Backwater (where Boomerang was kept for many years) a gentleman sailor and man of diverse 
sporting interests. 

Unfortunately there is no record from the time as to how and why the Knockabout design was 
chosen but it reasonable to assume that Hamilton was of a mind to go cruising with friends and the 
name (Knockabout) and description given in the book by Mower played to what he was thinking. 

Thomas Hamilton died of a heart attack on Boxing Day 1907 whilst sailing his yacht "Flying Scud" in 
the Metung Regatta. Before he died he had commissioned Peter Tierney's Paynesville slipyards to 
build a "Knockabout" to the Mower design. Thereafter Boomerang was sailed by his son Willie 
Hamilton and later retained by the family as a motor cruiser. 

  



The Builder: 

Little needs to be said of Peter Tierney, the Scot who took over the Paynesville slip from Sylvius 
Eriksen and who was responsible for building Dahlsen's SS Gippsland and a host of other smaller 
craft. 

It would have been critical to the success of the project to ensure that weights were carefully 
watched and something like Kauri would have been needed to approximate the weight of the 
original specification of American Cedar. 

What we do know of Boomerang is that either at launch or shortly thereafter she had a motor 
installed, a great convenience but the extra weight and the drag of the propeller might have had a 
deleterious effect on performance. 

Sailplan: 

The drawings and a subsequent photograph show Boomerang with a moderate sailplan, just right for 
cruising, that would have been easily handled. The gaff rig being typical of the time as the Bermudan 
(triangular) mainsail had yet to make its way out of Bermuda into the sailing world. 

 

                 Sailplan from C D Mower    Actual sails of Boomerang  

 

We are fortunate that there are plenty of photographs of Boomerang sailing, possibly because of 
being something "different" from the norme of local boats. 

These photos show a boat with good capability, albeit maybe a little hampered to windward by the 
aforementioned compromises in the design. Downwind the crew look to be doing all they can to 
drive the boat at best speed. 

 



 

 

From original pastel by Willie Hamilton 

 

Gentlemen sailors 



 

 

Surging downwind 

 



What next? 

After a short career as a racing yacht Boomerang had her mast removed (it is today the flagstaff at 
Gippsland Lakes Yacht Club)  and was used mainly as a family motor cruiser, with the occasional 
foray into motorboat races at the annual regatta.

 

Boomerang racing in the motorboat race at Paynesville Regatta 

 

Boomerang at home in Newlands Backwater 

 

 



Having provided great pleasure to the Hamilton and Whelpton families, Boomerang then passed 
through several owners before eventually being lost in a major flood on the Mitchell River as her 
owner tried to escape the torrent, unfortunately both boat and owner were lost. 
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This article has been reproduced from the Bairnsdale Advertiser and Tambo and Omeo Chronicle of Saturday 6 
October 1888 and relates to a trip taken by the writer from Bairnsdale to see the new industries developing at 
that time in Paynesville. Whilst the wording is unchanged from the published article the text has been divided 
into paragraphs in the modern form to make reading easier. 

It was run in shortened form in the PMM e-bulletin in 2016. 

Commentary notes are provided at the end of the article to try to draw together known points about 
Paynesville of the time. 

The Trip 

Paynesville, the fishing village, which has heretofore been noted for the one great industry which has 
brought its name into prominence, and which has been mainly instrumental in bringing about the 
rapid progress and advancement of the locality during the past seven or eight years, has apparently 
entered a new era in the development of other industries, which in the course of time will add 
materially to the wealth and importance of the place.  

Accepting an invitation from our enterprising townsman, Mr J C Dahlsen - a 
gentleman who with the most undaunted spirit, has for many years been doing his 
utmost by investment in shipping interests and mining speculations to develop the 
trade and commerce and the industries of the entire district - to accompany himself 
and a few other gentlemen in the steamer Tambo to her birthplace, Paynesville.  

We proceeded to the wharf on Tuesday afternoon and embarked. Seated 
on the Tambo and steaming down the Mitchell, our thoughts reverted to 

a few 
years ago 
when we 
first saw 
the keel 
of the 
steamer 

laid in Paynesville by Archie 
McAlpine and his little band of 
workmen, who purposed building a 
boat suitable for the Lakes trade for 

Mr Charles Swan, of the Commercial Stores, who, like Mr Dahlsen, has been identified with all 
movements and all ventures which would be likely to advance the district, then panorama like the 
launching of the steamer, the lively little crowd as assembled on the occasion at the little waterside 
village, and the general congratulations indulged in, passed before the mind's eye once again in 

A Visit to Paynesville - October 1888 
 



memory we were with the happy party of ladies and gentlemen participating in the pleasures of the 
steamer's trial trip up the beautiful river after which she has been named. 

They were good times then, before the collapse of the hop industry, and - but "bang bang" and our 
reverie was rudely broken by Captain Anderson discharging his breechloader, and we looked up in 
time to see a shag fall dead on its back into the water.  

Having thus been brought back from the "dead past" to the "living present", we notice that the river 
has been snagged, and the many rude obstacles to safe navigation are lying in heaps on the river's 
bank, but the work has been a concomitant destruction to the beauty of the stream, for the clearing 
done along the bank has been pretty considerable.  

As we steam along, hundreds of shags fly hither and thither, but as if aware of the enemy to their 
species which was carried onboard, they give the steamer a wide berth and when we enter Lake King 
the air is perfectly black with shags. The enormous quantity of fish that these birds consume may be 
imagined when it is known they are flying about the lakes and rivers in tens of thousands, and 
Captain Anderson informed us that one he cut open had thirty fish inside it.  

However we have entered Macmillan's Strait and draw up alongside side of a pier constructed at the 
side of one of Paynesville's industries. 

The Slip and Shipbuilding 

Some time ago Mr Eriksen, well known as a shipbuilder in the district and to whose handiwork the 
steamer Ariel and schooner Orbost owe their existence, with a foresight and judgment which did him 
credit, observed the opening for a slip at Paynesville and he soon had one. He is now engaged in 
building a steamer for Mr J C Dahlsen, and it was to see the new craft that we principally undertook 
the trip.  

The steamer, the hull of which is rapidly nearing completion, will be the largest vessel constructed in 
Gippsland, as will be at once understood when we mention that she will be considerably larger than 
any of the Lakes Navigation Company's fleet. She is 101 feet in the keel and 108 feet overall and has 
a 10 feet beam. She strikes one 
forcibly a splendid model, with 
well defined lines, and to all 
appearances designed to be a 
smart steamer, and with that end 
in mind special attention has been 
paid to the receptacle for the 
screw, which will enable a very 
large one to be fitted to her and 
the screw will be of brass and of the boomerang type.  

The kauri used in the boat appears to be of the very best kind and the deck is made of narrow 
planking laid in the latest fashion to give it strength and stability. Everyone who has seen the boat 
agrees that she is a splendid model and she is made for outer as well as inner bar trade, the wish is 
general that Mr Dahlsen will have plenty of work for the new venture.  



There was no vessel on the slip, but we learn that Mr Eriksen has been by no means idle in that 
branch of his operations. 

Fish and Game Preserving 

Perhaps it is not generally known, but fish and game preserving has been started as an industry at 
Paynesville on a large scale, a company designated the Gippsland Fish and Game Preserving 
Company having erected a commodious establishment there, of which Mr Clarke is the manager. On 
passing the premises we were courteously invited to inspect them and the operations of Mr Clarke, 
and gladly availed ourselves of the opportunity.  

At the right hand on entering is situated the room for cleaning fish, the department for the 
preparation of game being on the opposite side of the passage. The odour on entering the building 
at once proclaims that cooking operations are proceeding, and yet the scent is not of that peculiar or 
unpleasant character which generally prevails in manufacturies of this description.  

When the fish and game have been made ready they are placed in tins and respectively put into the 
liquid in the cooking vats, where they remain under the supervision of the manager until they are 
properly preserved. The next process is to place them in the tinning room where they are subjected 
to heat of a rather intense character, and if they can remain there a certain time without fermenting 
the tins of game and fish are ready to send all over the world.  



The industry has but recently been started - so recently in fact that the company have not yet placed 
a consignment on the market, but we understand there is likely to be a very extensive demand. In 
fact, although the operations of the company will be conducted in Paynesville the whole of the 
output will be consigned to agents in Melbourne, and we hear there will be not a tin sold from the 
factory locally; but we presume that the articles preserved at the fishing village will eventually find 
their way from the company's metropolitan agents to the retail houses of the district.  

However that may be, it is both satisfactory and important that such an industry should be carried 
on at Paynesville, for nothing tends so much to bring the name of the district into prominence as 
sending forth to the world its arts and manufactures, and at the same time the establishment at 
Paynesville opens up a field of employment to many and a ready market to fishermen.  

We learn that hares in any quantity are purchased at one shilling each, and we presume other game 
at a similar rate when in season, and as kangaroo-tail soup will be made a special feature of shortly, 
the kangaroo shooters will be able derive a little extra profit from their pursuit. 

Summation 

We were extremely pleased with our trip to Paynesville, and we trust on many future occasions to 
have the pleasure of seeing Mr Eriksen with his slip occupied and a vessel on the stocks, and also of 
calling on Mr Clarke of the Gippsland Fish and Game Preserving Company and find the establishment 
being continually added to and operations therein brisk and continuous. 

 

 

 

 

Notes in Comment:  

1)  Whilst fishing and the slipyard continued to be the major industries in Paynesville, the food 
preserving business did not last long and was moved to Mallacoota (reference the Centenary Book of 
Paynesville School). Some say that the price offered for the fish was less than that obtainable at the 
Melbourne markets and the fishermen preferred to send them there. 

2) That they were "passing the premises" of the canning company confirms that JCD was being 
constructed in the village of Paynesville and not at the Slipyard, which was reserved for short term 
maintenance and repair jobs. The Centenary Book of Paynesville School locates the cannery at the 
corner of Slip Road and King Street in modern terms. 

3) The cannery should not be confused with the fish drying works shown in the 1879 lithograph of the 
fishermen's village as they were quite different operations. 

4)The SS Tambo was built in Paynesville in 1882 on land between the Paynesville Hotel (the Old 
Pub)and the Pier Hotel (until recently The Ferry Cafe) and about where the fishing tackle shop is 
presently located.  



5) Sylvius Eriksen assisted Archie McAlpine in the construction of Tambo (as stated by J C Bull who 
served his apprenticeship at the Slipyard with shipwrights who would have worked on Tambo) 

6) As newspaper reports of the mid-1880's carried complaints as how the ways (launching logs) were 
still across the roadway it would be likely that Eriksen chose the same location to build JCD. 

7) The Tambo was clearly not an Eriksen design, looking more like a box with a point whittled on the 
front, and had difficulty making headway in the Lakes chop. Possibly Eriksen was hired in to assist 
McAlpine after the design was finalised and construction and had been started. 

8) Subsequent to Tambo but before getting the contract to design and build JCD, Eriksen built some 
river crossing punts, the schooner Orbost and the little steamer Ariel (for JC Dahlsen). 

9) 1888 was around the time that Paynesville was having difficulties with a wharf too short to 
accommodate more than one steamer and this may have been the reason for docking at the Slipyard 
and walking to the town to see JCD. It could also have been Eriksen wanting to impress with his 
slipyard. 

10) Clearly large flocks of cormorants were present back then as well as now. 

11) The Gippsland Fish and Game Preserving Company seems to have come and gone with little 
fanfare or mention in local newspapers. The Centenary Book of Paynesville School notes that "Old 
Clark" picked up his operation and moved to Mallacoota, beyond that nothing is presently known. 
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Introduction: 

This article has been compiled from a video presentation made by veteran fisherman Ross Gilsenan and 
shows the method used by Paynesville fishermen when seine netting. 

We thank Ross for making this information available to be recorded for the future understanding of how our 
Paynesville fishermen worked. 

Seine Netting: 

Seine netting, is where a net is spread around a piece of shallow water 
and the ends pulled in to drag any fish to the shore and has been long 
used around the world and in small and large variations. 

The name is derived from the Old English segne "drag net", from West 
Germanic "sagina" (source also of Old Saxon and Old High German 
"segina", a borrowing of Latin,"sagena" (also source of French "seine" 

which contributed to the form of the English word) and from the Greek "sagene" a fishing net. 

Seining is an oft misunderstood method of fishing with accusations of small fish not surviving. Properly used 
and mesh sized this is not a valid argument against seine netting as small fish will pass through the main net. 

Paynesville fishermen adopted a system where, in the centre of the net, there is a "bag" into which the fish 
are gathered during the hauling process. The mesh of the bag is finer than the main net and this ensures that 
small fish are not unnecessarily trapped, any caught in the bag can be readily cast back into the water during 
the unloading process. 

                              

Seine nets have corks on the top edge to let the net hang down and lead weights along the bottom rope to 
keep the net against the sand and stop the fish from escaping. 

Whilst the 'old-timers' worked the nets by hand, around the mid-1950s  petrol powered winches became 
available and were willingly adopted. 

Although a single boat could be used, with the other operator being shore based and up to his waist in cold 
water, the more usual way was to have two boats - one for each end of the net. 

The following pictorial shows the process of Seine fishing - Paynesville style. 

Seine Netting - Paynesville Style 



 

 

After finding adequate shoals of fish a  
suitable piece of shallow, sandy beach 
is located and moorings fixed for the 
boats. 

 

 

 

 

 

The  net is laid into a 'U' shape, ending 
at each of the boats. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

Then begins the process of hauling 
in the net. In this case the boat in 
the background has a powered 
drum winch whilst the other 
fisherman is using a small pulley 
winch and stacking the net in the 
bottom of the boat. 

See Appendix 'A' for winch details 

 

 

 

 

 

When most of the net is hauled, it is time to 
get into the water and finish the task by 
hand. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

The bag section of the net is tied between the boats and the 
process of hand sorting the fish begins. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Any small fish can be put back 
into the water. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

Fish are packed into boxes for market. This particular day 
gave up 14 boxes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Appendix A 

Winches to Assist in Net Retrieval 

In addition to the herculean task of dragging in a net without mechanical assistance there were three types of 
winches employed by Paynesville fishermen. 

1. Hand-wound winch that mounted in the 
rowlock blocks. These were fashioned from a 
straight log and locally made metalwork, 
probably from the Paynesville Slip 
blacksmith. 

Each time the length of the rope was wound 
in onto the winch the boat was moved 
rearwards and the rope retied for the next 
pull. 

 

 

2. Small powered winches using a petrol motor (behind fisherman in 
pic). The fishermen had to be quick when flicking the "lazy line" 
around the rotating pulley. The net was stacked on the boat floor. 

The "lazy line" was a supplemental line attached around the "cork 
line" with loops of slack so that it could be progressively gathered in 
and placed around the winch for hauling. 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Large drum winches on which the net was stored. 
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“Faces and Places” is somewhere that we can run follow‐up items relating to articles in previous 
issues of The PMM Journal. This time we have two items arising from Issue 3 and we thank the 
people involved for the feedback, it is in this way that we can ensure that the PMM records are the 
best we can make them. 
 
Poddy Bay: 
In the Canoe in Australia story the author said that Poddy Bay on Lake Wellington was named after 
poddy calves. Obviously he spoke to a landlubber farmer who had never been fishing as Roy Smith, 
whose interview featured in the same Issue, quickly let us know that it was after the poddy mullet 
that were found in that area. 

 
The Priestman Dredge Post WW2: 
The best written information that could be found in preparing the article on the Priestman dredge 
for Issue 3 was a 1937 letter saying that although it was "laid up" it could be made ready to use if 
required. 
 
Bruce Reynolds remembered seeing the Priestman 
dredging out the, then new, South Harbour (next to 
the ferry these days) in around 1947. The grab on 
the Priestman being much more effective at 
removing clay than the larger suction dredge could 
do.  
 
Ian Wilson and Ross Gilsenan scratched their 
collective heads and informed us that "old" Bill 
Duffy had been coerced out of retirement to 
operate the Priestman for this job as he was the 
only one around with a steam ticket (operator's 
licence). 
 
It seems that this was the last operating task for The Priestman although it remained at the 
Paynesville Slip until the mid‐1950's before being scrapped. 
 
 

Faces and Places - Fish and Clay 

       Rob Cook 



Best Pics Yet 
Further searching has uncovered the below pic of "our" Priestman working at Paynesville, although 
the date is not known. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

When we adjust the tones it becomes  evident that we have the Priestman (mounted on its barge) 
alongside the wharf with the spoil barge (for the mud) closest to the camera. The "log" lying 
alongside the Priestman is a pontoon fitted to save her from tipping. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Also one that was sitting under our 
noses but "undiscovered" showing the 
Priestman very early in its career at 
Bairnsdale wharf. The "crane house" 
and the canopy over the working deck 
yet to be installed. There are 
sawhorses and a bench on the deck so 
probably before commissioning 1889.  



The Priestman Logs 
 
By coincidence, whilst 
preparing for the HNEG "Our 
Maritime Heritage" exhibition 
recently the Log Books of the 
Priestman were uncovered at 
EGHS. 
 
These make fascinating reading 
as to the way that the little 
dredge operated and if 
someone one day has the time and patience to read through and extract it would make great 
reading. 
 
The Priestman had no engine of its own and depended on being towed from worksite to worksite, as 
"H Bull" is doing in the pic in Issue 3. The Log shows that early on the motive force was provided by 
the tug "Mystery" belonging to Ports and Harbours, "Mystery" is the boat behind Priestman in the 
pic of the dredging station at the Silt Jetties in Issue 3. 
 
There was no accommodation on Priestman, and as the work site was often well away from the 
depot it seems that the crew were berthed in the cabins of "Mystery" and a night watchman placed 
on Priestman to ensure all was well in the dark hours. "Mystery" was also used to accommodate 
visiting dignitaries from Melbourne so the dredge crew would have enjoyed a level of comfort. 
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