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LIFE AT MARTIN’S CREEK, 1930sLIFE AT MARTIN’S CREEK, 1930s  
Bryan Mitchell’s personal storyBryan Mitchell’s personal story  

Some months ago, the Orbost & District Historical Society received two 

interesting donations: a booklet written by Bryan Mitchell (seen at right with 

his sister Coral) and a model (made from memory) of his parents’ hut at 

Martin’s Creek. This small bark hut is where Bryan lived as a young child in 

the 1930s with this father David, mother Ivy and sister Coral. David had come 

from Melbourne in 1930 to take up a job as a CRB patrolman working on the 

Bonang Road. This Newsletter is based on Bryan’s childhood memories of the 

five years that the family spent at remote Martin’s Creek.   

LEFT: David Mitchell 

with his working horse 

‘Bright’. As a CRB 

patrolman, David was  

responsible for clearing 

drains and dragging 

fallen timber from the 

road.  

Life at Martin’s Creek - Bryan Mitchell’s personal story. 

Private publication c.2005, 30pp.  
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LEFT: Photo of the bark hut which David Mitchell built for his wife Ivy and his two 

small children in 1930-31.  

 

BELOW: David and Ivy’s son Bryan (b 1930, d 2006) built this model many years 

later. It is now on display in the Orbost Museum and gives the impression of a frugal 

pioneering experience. The main ‘house’ is a three roomed bark hut with window 

shutters which are propped open with sticks, and a galvanised iron external chimney.   

The site of the hut was a 

small clearing (a former 

mill site) beside 

Martin’s Creek and on 

the corner of the Bonang 

Road and Mill Road. 

This was about 53 km. 

from Orbost and 

surrounded by 

seemingly endless 

forests. The nearest 

neighbours were the 

Malinns who lived about 

one km. away.  

 

David Mitchell had 

accepted the job of 

patrolman to escape the 

mass unemployment in 

Melbourne in the 1930s. 

The first thing that he 

found out on arriving 

was that he had to build his own 

house. 

 

By Christmas 1931, the three 

roomed house was finished, and 

David could bring his wife Ivy, 18 

month old Bryan, and baby Coral 

to join him.  

 

Inside, living was simple and by to-

day’s standards, uncomfortable. It 

sometimes snowed in winter and 

could be extremely hot and humid in 

summer. Animals of every 

description seemed to fly or creep 

into the house. There was no fridge, 

and food had to be protected from 

rats, goannas, birds, ants, and flies, 

not to mention the possums, 

wallabies and birds who ate 

everything in the garden. Currawongs  

could fly in through the open 

windows and fly out with freshly 

baked scones in their beaks. Bush 

rats were a huge menace and nothing 

was safe from them. Bowerbirds stole 

the Blue Cornflowers from the 

garden to decorate their bowers, and 

wild dogs were all around.  

 

Bryan recalled that Spur-winged 

Plovers nested in a clearing next to the house and he had many close shaves from the 

stabbing spurs and had to hold a stick over his head to protect himself.  

 

At night, Mountain Brushtail Possums made the bark roof their playground, disturbing 

spiders and insects who lived between the layers of bark, causing them to drop down 

inside the hut. Bryan recalls that it was not unusual to wake up with a large Huntsman 

Spider crawling across his face. The family learned to live with all these creatures, 

including snakes, and Bryan became a keen observer of the ways of nature, and the 

vagaries of the weather. They were living in a small clearing beside a creek in a 

rainforest.   

ABOVE: The cottage had three rooms. 
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THE HUT  

To ORBOST  

ABOVE: 

Ivy and David with young Bryan 

c.1933.  

“We played with what we 

found around us.” Bryan 

says that he can only 

remember two toys, both 

made by his Dad. The first 

was a cotton-reel tractor. A 

rubber band was put through 

a wooden cotton reel, a 

match was then put through 

the rubber band at one end, 

and a pencil at the other. It 

was then wound up and when 

placed on the floor, it 

crawled along. 

 

The other toy was a kind of 

helicopter, made from a 

cardboard disc tacked to a 

cotton reel. Four cuts were 

then made in the disc and 

slightly bent up. “You then 

pulled the string fast and this 

caused the helicopter to fly 

into the air.” 

 

Mother’s jobs seemed endless. Meat and bread had to come from Orbost. She had to 

cook the meat on the same day that it arrived because she had no fridge. It would be boiled 

and then covered or kept in the safe, and then either roasted in a pot over the fire, or boiled 

again, or minced. All cooked meats were kept in the Coolgardie safe as were drinks, milk 

and butter. She also cooked damper when she had no bread, and oatmeal cakes. Weevils 

were picked out of the flour. Kerosene lamps and candles were lit at night time.   

 

Ivy cooked and preserved fruit whenever it was available. Bottles were cut down using a 

hot iron hoop. The hoop was made to fit over the bottle just where the neck started. This 

ring was made red hot and then placed on the bottle for a few seconds and then the bottle 

was dipped top first into cold water. The top broke away, leaving an open-necked jar.  

In the hot weather, Ivy made chilli wine. Chillies were boiled up in water until they were 

soft, then the chillies were drained out and the liquid warmed up again with sugar added, 

then cooled to make a pleasant drink. She also made lemon barley water. 

 

When Coral was five years old and Bryan was six, they were enrolled in Correspondence 

School and lessons were sent for Ivy to teach her children. This was not a problem as she 

had been a school teacher before her marriage. They also did postal Sunday School.  

 

Father did not have much free time from his work. When he did, he mended 

shoes, repositioned sheets of bark on the cottage, fixed and oiled the horse’s harness, 

chopped wood, maintained his tools, and hauled buckets of water from a waterhole in the 

creek up to the house where it was tipped into a large tub in front of the hut for household 

use. He also spent a lot of time sharpening his axes with a round oilstone and a small can 

of oil.  
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Ivy and the children walked to Malinn’s farm 

about twice a week to buy milk, butter, and 

any vegetables such a pumpkins, potatoes and 

beans. Tom and Sophie Malinn had several 

cows and made butter in their dairy.  

 

One day when Bryan was running, he tripped 

over and broke his right thigh. Dad went round 

to Malinns and came back with Tom Malinn in 

his truck. Ivy and Dave bound Bryan’s leg to a 

straight stick and got him in to the back of the 

truck and took him to the hospital in Orbost. He 

was put to bed and his foot attached to a weight 

and pulley. Unfortunately, it was discovered 

later after everything had healed that this made 

the leg longer than the other one. While he was 

in hospital, his parents came for a visit twice a 

week.  

 

Mrs Malinn grew garlic for medicinal purposes. Whenever anyone had a cough or bronchial trouble, she would 

recommend that garlic be rubbed in to the soles of their feet to cure the cough or cold.  

ABOVE: Tom and Sophie Malinn’s farm at Martin’s Creek. Sophie 

(nee Jensen) married Tom Malinn in 1926. Sophie’s family had run the 

historic “Danebo Hotel” at Martin’s Creek for many years, and in 1931, 

Tom and Sophie began farming at Martin’s Creek, initially cropping 

maize and beans.  

A service car ran twice a week between 

Orbost and Bendoc and delivered the mail. 
On the return run from Bendoc once a week, he 

took orders for supplies at Orbost. The order and the 

right money were put into a box by the roadside. 

“We always got mutton because it was cheaper and 

if you boiled it long enough, it became tender. 

Sometimes we got things we didn’t want. One time, 

Mum had ordered a large leg of mutton, instead, 

what we got was a great lot of ox tongues. 

 

“Bread came once a week from Orbost but after a 

few days, it could go mouldy with the damp climate, 

particularly during the winter. So we had to scrape 

the mould off, or we threw it to the Currawongs if it 

was too bad. Then Mum made damper until the next 

delivery of bread.” 

 

The end of the hut came with a crash. A huge 

River White Gum was growing about 50 metres 

away from the hut, on the edge of the creek. David 

decided to cut it down. He was an excellent tree 

faller, but just to be on the safe side, he asked 

everyone to get out on the road. Just as the tree was 

ready to fall, a sudden gust of wind came at the 

wrong instant and the top 10 metres of the tree 

flattened the hut. All they could do was scramble 

amongst the branches and salvage what they could. 

For the next few days, they stopped with the 

Malinns. 

 

Fortunately, David heard that there was a vacancy 

in the road work at Cabbage Tree Creek where there 

was a house which went with the job. So they said 

goodbye to the Malinns who had been a great help 

to David’s family during the five years of their stay 

at Martin’s Creek.  

A visit from the Indian hawker, Buddadeen was the highlight 

of the year for people like the Mitchells who lived in remote 

places in East Gippsland. 

 

He made annual visits, travelling mainly on the back roads with 

his covered wagon, bringing many goods to people who otherwise 

had no access to shops. Boots, shoes, socks, threads, cloth and 

clothing were all in the wagon, along with sweets for the children.  
 

Other visitors were swagmen. “Sometimes hardly a day passed 

without seeing a man tramping along the road on an endless search for 

work. Two of these I remember well. One man carried his already 

pitched tent over his head and upper body. There was an opening at the 

front so he could see out. The other man was discovered one chilly 

winter morning emerging from the base of a large stump on the edge of 

the road. The stump was hollow and the day before, a fire had been lit to 

burn it down. He was covered in grey ashes and shook himself off and 

then walked away leaving a trail of ashes behind him.” - Bryan Mitchell 

ABOVE: Buddadeen (right) with Ike, Joe, and Andy Farmer at 

Combienbar, c.1940. The sign on the canvas of the wagon reads 

DRAPERY Boots & Shoes BUDDADEEN. 


