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WANGARABELLE SCHOOL

A church service at Wangrabelle School c. 1942. Photo courtesy of Anglican Diocese of Gippsland.
Below is how this little school is described in the
Education Department’s official history, VISION AND
REALIZATION – published 1973.

WANGARABELLE STATE SCHOOL 3490
Twenty-one kilometres along the Genoa
Wangarabelle Road you come to the “second”
bridge. Fifty meters before this there is a track up
to the right leading into a paddock, but originally
it continued on. Another hundred meters and the
school was on your left, the area now covered in
bush. Like many small schools which serviced
rural areas of Victoria, Wangarabelle School no
longer exists. It closed down in August 1950,
then was burned down in a bushfire in 1983. In
July 2017, members of the Orbost & District
Historical Society visited the site.

Wangarabelle is located among the hills in the Genoa
area. In the earliest times, education was provided by
governesses, employed by families who could afford
such a service. Wangarabelle, however, boasted a
school as early as 1905. The building, located about
100 yards uphill from the second bridge in
Wangrabelle, was opened on 16th February with
Herbert Carl Buckland as HT. About 1916, a new
school was built on the same site and lessons
conducted by Aubrey F. Doold.

1

During its existence, the school worked on a part-time
basis and at other times was closed temporarily such
as 1937-41 and 1948.

Public Works Tender
New State School 3490 Wangarabelle. Smethurst and
Dale, Carlton. £205/15/In 1915 “The Argus” 29th October 1915

The building still stands and fence and outhouse are
still recognisable although the school has not been
used since 18th August 1950, when it closed through
lack of pupils.

Public Works Office
Tenders – Wangarabelle State School 3490.
Particulars at Police Station, Eden, also at Bairnsdale
and Orbost.
In 1917 “The Twofold Bay Magnet” 29th February 1917
Wangarabelle
At last we are in the new school after endless years of
barracking. The school is one of the most up to date
this side of Melbourne, and it does the contractors
credit. It is now time that the population started a
campaign in aid of a school residence when they would
be sure of a permanent teacher.
[Note: the school residence never happened.]

SPORT and PHYSICAL EDUCATION

Even in small schools such as Wangarabelle, sport and
physical education was not neglected. One example was
reported in “The Twofold Bay Magnet” 15th May 1911.

Above: Photo of the school taken some time after it had
closed and before it burned down in 1983.
The first nine pupils shown on the Wangrabelle School
register listed in ―Border Tales‖, were Isabel and Henry
Murray, Arthur and Zillah Tasker, Hilda Falkner, George
and Leslie Stevens, Florence Allan and Ethel Crabtree. It
is possible that some names were missing as this list shows
only one enrolment for 1905.

From our Wangarabelle Correspondent
Great excitement prevailed here on Saturday last, the
result of a challenge being issued by Mr. George
Stevens, hon. sec. of the local State School Baseball
Club, to the ―outsiders‖. The match was played on Mr.
Binnie’s Flat amidst great enthusiasm. Miss E. E.
Stevens captained the ―outsiders‖, while Mr. George
Stevens acted in a similar capacity for the School.
[There followed a description of the match. The School
was declared the winner by two runs.]

In 1911 “The Twofold Bay Magnet” 25th May 1911,
printed a report
From Our Correspondent – Wangarabelle
A public meeting was held in the schoolroom on
Wednesday 3rd May, for the purpose of settling upon
the kind of building soon to be erected at
Wangarabelle and used as a school and public hall, the
outer walls of which are to be of wood.

MUSIC

Again from the Wangarabelle Correspondent, “The
Twofold Bay Magnet” 11th July 1910 reported on an
afternoon and evening farewell to Mr. and Mrs.
Middleditch. During the evening proceedings,

The Secretary read a letter from the Education
Department of Victoria that as the residents were
settlers they were willing to contribute £40 as rental.
As Mr. Robinson is bringing his mill to the district to
saw the timber and build a house for Mr. W. Stevens,
the secretary was instructed to request Mr. Robinson
to quote for the timber and construction.

A sound of voices was heard to steal through the door.
It was the school choir who had assembled outside the
door and they were singing in parts the selection from
Mendelsohn, ―Breathe not of parting‖, which gained a
great amount of favour with all. Further selections from
the choir interspersed the evening.

A School Committee was appointed at this time as
follows: Mr. S. Chamberlain (chairman), Mesdames.
A. A. Binnie, T. J. Stevens and W. Stevens, and
Messrs. A. A. Binnie, H. V. Murray (secretary), and
Thos. Stevens. Meetings were to be held every four
weeks, on Thursday evening and midday alternately.

Percy Baker was the teacher at this time. Was he gifted with
the musical touch or did he have help from a local resident
– or both? Children involved would have been some or all
of the following:
12 year olds Isabel Murray and George Charles Stevens,
10 y.o. Henry Murray,
9 y.o.s. Florence Allan and Arthur Tasker,
8 y.o.s. Zillah Tasker, Ethel Crabtree and Leslie Stevens,

In 1913 “The Age” 18th April 1913 p.10 reported
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7 y.o.s. Dorothy Allan, Albert Stevens, Margaret Jones,
Greta Fairweather and Hilda Falkner, and
5/6 y.o.s. Ida Tasker, Isabel Jones and Eden Falkner.

door, and a fire-place. In the walls were big cracks,
and in the winter-time a very cold draught came
through them. There were two small blackboards and
one press. The small children used to sit in front on
long boards, which were placed on boxes. At the back
the older ones on long desks. The playground was
large, and had tea-tree growing on it.

School concerts have always been popular. One such
reported in July 1918,
In Aid of the State Schools Patriotic Fund, had been
held in May, by the school under the management of
the School Teacher Miss. McGrath.

About eight years ago a new school was built further
up from where the old one was. It is a beautiful
school, with storeroom and porch. There are four large
windows, eight fanlights, and some ventilators. It has
two large blackboards on one side, much larger than
the ones we had before. On the walls are some nice
pictures. The playground is wire netted, and we have a
number of ornamental trees, a flower garden with
some beautiful flowers in it, and agricultural plots. I
think this school is the nicest one in the district.

By the time this was reported, Miss McGrath had been
farewelled by the Residents when she was transferred to
Glen Wills and new teacher Miss Hempel had already
arrived.
Around the same time “The Omeo Standard” reported
Miss McGrath’s Transfer and also Miss Tomkin’s from
Genoa to Glen Valley, ―both daughters of district
residents‖.

[Amy was born on 16th June 1909 and enrolled at
Wangarabelle School on 26th January 1915. So she
would have experienced ―life‖ in the old school].

Even though they were all “country girls” (Miss Alice
Hempel was born at Briagalong), it is an example of the
new policy during WW1 of allowing young lady
teachers to be sent to remote schools.

In the 1925 “Gap” magazine, there is this piece by E.
Jones 8 yrs, Wangrabelle.

Two male teachers, Vernon
Brookes 1913/14 (enlisted
October 1914) and Wilfred
Carruthers 1915 (enlisted
January 1916) left
Wangrabelle School to
―join up‖.

Wangarabelle River
I would like to write a letter about the beautiful
Wangarabelle River where we children love to go in
Summer time to bathe and play on the white sand. In
winter days we go to look at the running water. In
some places it is falling over rocks. At one place we
pass every morning we listen to the bell-birds, which
seem always to call us. There are many lovely birds.
Sometimes we see black or grey swans swimming
along on the water. Some parts of the river are very
deep and there are some very rough rocks. In Spring
some very pretty flowers grow along the river banks.
The water is quite fresh, and there are some big fish in
it.‖

Left: PHOTO OF
WILFRED
CARRUTHERS

[Evelyn Jones was born on 1st January 1916 and
enrolled at the Wangarabelle school on 18th October
1920].

A number of local lads joined up but only one was an expupil. (The school had only been functioning since 1905).
George Charles Stevens, son of William Stevens, enlisted
on 29th November 1916 aged 18 years and 4 months.
Sadly, he was badly wounded and died on 21 st November
1917. He is buried in the Nine Elms British Cemetery near
Poperinghe, Belgium.

With no enrolments in 1938, 39 and 40 it does bear out the
report that the school was temporarily closed. Helen
Murray, lately of Bairnsdale, remembers starting school,
then studying by Correspondence for those years. She
went back to school in 1941with the Ruggs and
Mathewsons and others. ―Then the Hall’s came and they
made a welcome boost to the school enrolment‖.

SPELLING, GRAMMAR and COMPOSITION
“The Old and The New”, by Amy Murray Gr. VIII,
Wangrabelle was published in ―The Gap” school
magazine -1924,

In June 1942, Tom Hall brought his wife and family,
(one preschool and five school-age children) to live on
the farm of his brother Alex, who had enlisted in
WWII in February. Tom’s mother was Eliza Stevens,
sister of William Stevens whose family, George,
Leslie, Elsie and Inez had attended Wangrabelle
between 1909 and the early 1920’s. Now Tom’s

The school was opened in May 1905, and was then
only a half time one.
The building was very small, with two windows, one
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cousins’ children were attending. [1940’s].
One can’t help wondering if Tom was urged to move to
Wangarabelle to ensure the school remained open!
The District Inspector, in his 1943 report, wrote,
The school which reopened in 1941 has again been
unfortunate. During the period Dec.17 th 1942 to
March 4th 1943 school was held on only five days.
During 1941 work was well organized and the pupils,
few of whom had enjoyed previous schooling,
commenced to make headway. Most older pupils lived
until recently in very isolated areas and had received
no education before coming to this district.
Consequently the task of classifying these pupils
presents a problem.
Above and below: These photos of the old school site
were taken in July 2017. Little remains — a pine tree, a
few fence posts, some bricks, and flowering bulbs.

The Kenneth McLeods were another family attending here
between 1926 and 1947 — Thomas, Joyce, Colin, Dawn
and Barry. Barry actually re-enrolled a number of times.
Doris Haylock, later Mrs. Dot Bruce, teacher at Genoa in
1947, named Barry amongst the sixteen children at Genoa
in her time. In her contribution to the Genoa School
History, compiled in 1988, she relates
I remember also Barry McLeod although I saw him
only fleetingly as he lived at Wangarabelle and
sometimes visited his uncle, Jack, at Genoa Hotel. The
teacher at Wangarabelle thought he was at Genoa and
I thought he was at Wangrabelle. I wonder how much
school he chickened out of, if any. He was very close
to leaving age then.
By August 1950, the official date of closure, Barry would
have turned 14. Of the last nine pupils, one would have
turned 16, two 14, two 13½, and one 12½. In any case
some may have moved on. Wal Grenenger had left
Wangarabelle School in 1937, aged 12, to go to Orbost
High School so possibly his siblings did also. That leaves
three only of primary school age, and the closure of yet
another small country school.
“Border Tales” p.73 states that the school building was
burnt down in the 1983 bush fires. This book also records
a list of students, their dates of birth, date of admission,
and name of parent or guardian from 1905 to the last
admission in 1947.

Sources of information contained in this Newsletter:
―Vision and Realization‖, pub.1973
Ed. Dept. WW1 Records on
on--line
―The Gap‖ Magazines, 1924, 1925
―Border Tales‖, Genoa Town Committee Inc., pub.2000
―Genoa School History‖ pub.1988
―Monaro Pioneers‖ on
on--line
Trove Newspapers, on
on--line
Judith Hunt, Helen Murray, Eugenie Bruning, Annette Peisley, Marian Lau, Dot DeGeus, Dawn Parker,
and Matt Rijs.
Thanks to all — Lois Crisp, July 2017
4

