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GILBERT’S GULCHGILBERT’S GULCH

RECOLLECTIONS OF RAYMOND GEORGE DAVEY,
ORBOST SHIRE OFFICER 1922-45.

JOHN GILBERT & GILBERT’S GULCH
“One of the most prominent pig fatteners on
the Snowy is Mr. John Gilbert, a large
landowner. His breeding establishment is at
Tullagoota, a fine property a mile and a half
down the river from Orbost. Mr. Gilbert has
been in the pig business since 1892”. The
Every Week, Bairnsdale, 24 June 1915.

There are a number of gulches on the lower
Snowy River flats, Lynn’s Gulch, Watt’s Gulch etc.,
named locally after the early settlers holding the
properties on which they are located. Thus we
come to Gilbert’s Gulch two kilometres down the
Marlo Road from the highway underpass.

From the earliest times, Gilbert’s Gulch has been a
problem because it is a major break-out point for
the Snowy River as it floods across the flats behind
the Marlo Road.

Over the years, many solutions have been tried,
including this one in 1917: The Orbost Shire
Council directed the Engineer to prepare

estimates of cost of constructing a road across
Gilbert’s Gulch, one dealing with the route of the
present road and the other a deviation inside
Gilbert’s fence.

(Fast Forward to 1922).The following notes are
from the Recollections of a Municipal Officer
1922 -1945, and are by Raymond George Davey
who was Orbost Shire Municipal Officer from
1922 to 1945. (Shire Engineer, and for a time,
combined Secretary/ Engineer.)

When I arrived in Orbost early in 1922 to take up duty
as Shire Engineer I little thought my stay would exceed
23 years. Actually, I was almost incapable of thought,
for the journey had taken about 15 hours by train and
coach. A lot of that time was taken up with breakfast in
Warragul, morning tea at Traralgon, dinner at Sale,
afternoon tea at Bairnsdale and tea at Nowa Nowa.

From Bairnsdale, it was a mixed [rail] service for
passengers and goods; the former were at the tail end
of a string of trucks, which were dropped off or picked
up at every siding. From the station to the town was per
coach across the suspension bridge, just downstream
from the existing bridge.
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I met the Council next day and felt great temerity at
undertaking the job of advisor to such a body of mature
and practical men. I was only 24 years old.

My fears were quite unnecessary, they were a body of
men dedicated to the wellbeing and advancement of the
Shire, ready to give up their time and to help in every
way. Their dedication to the interests of ratepayers was
shown in the care with which they scrutinized all
expenditure; to see Councillors check over the accounts
before passing them was an object lesson to auditors.
The council had a very small revenue and a big bank
overdraft, so the expenditure of every penny was
watched.

I came to the Shire sponsored by the Country Roads
Board, which was concerned that there had been no
Engineer for about two years.

The existing bridge over the river was officially opened
within a few weeks of my arrival. I was not present
being away in the East Riding with the Country Roads
Board on a familiarization tour.

The next event, within a few weeks, was the 1922 flood.
This was the highest recorded for 30 years. The volume
of this flood was probably the greatest since settlement,
for most of the flats had been cleared since 1892 and
most of the timber along the river banks had been
removed.

The flood was caused by easterly rains in the upper
catchment of the river: it arrived with little warning on
a sunny winter day.

This event is impressed on my mind because after
boarding at the Club Hotel for about 4 weeks while
awaiting the completion of the house nearest to the
river, we had moved in that day. As the floodwaters got
inside the front gate, and were still rising, we returned

to the hotel to sleep that night.

This flood opened up what has ever since been a cause
of great expenditure of road funds – Gilbert’s Gulch.

Before that flood, this section had been about 3 feet
lower than the riverbank at both ends, with a few
willow trees on both sides. After the flood, there were
two deep channels and the trees had been carried away.

The Chief Engineer of the C.R.B. and I evolved plans to
drive willow piles in rows between the road and the
river and join these up with barbed wire and netting to
catch silt, sand and debris to build up the breach. The
road was kept at the old level with the edge held by logs
against a stone spillway. This may have succeeded, for
the willows all took root and small floods were leaving
silt, etc., in the entanglements, but the high flood of
1925 came far too soon and the first of many failures
was recorded.

To add to the troubles of the farmers and graziers
caused by the Depression, a disastrous flood was
experienced in the first week of January 1934. To get a
full description of the size of the disaster the Snowy
River Mail of January 10th 1934 should be consulted.

I was fortunate to secure a copy of the report.
The headlines read:-

SNOWY RIVER TAKES TOLL
FLOOD OF 1893 ECLIPSED
DISASTER ON ALL SIDES
PEOPLE MAROONED EVERYWHERE
SNOWY RIVER BRIDGE COLLAPSES
FLOOD OPENS NEW BRIDGE AT

MCKELLAR’S CROSSING
HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS OF POUNDS

DAMAGE.

ABOVE: Photo of the new 1922 bridge in the
foreground and the old 1893 bridge in the
background.



3

The flood followed very high rainfalls over all the
catchment of the river. Examples quoted by the Snowy
River Mail are Dalgety – 6 inches, Bombala – 4 inches,
Orbost – 4 inches. The river in the upper flats rose at
the rate of a foot in five minutes and houses that were
regarded as above high flood levels were entered.

Gilbert’s Gulch suffered as scouring occurred at the
downstream end, but the low-level location, away from
the river bank adopted after the 1925 flood stood up
well.

In 1936 the C. R. B. commenced a project to close
Gilbert’s Gulch with an embankment to the level of the
riverbank at the northern end.

On a visit to the Shire just
before, the Chairman of the
Board (Mr. McCormack) told
me he thought the time for this
had arrived and asked if I
would like to design and do
the job.

In view of what I had seen of
the river at high flood, I
declined the ‘honor’ and
expressed the view that away
from the river would be the
only safe location. I also
doubted that the level
proposed could be maintained.

The Chairman said the Chief
Engineer had the same views
so he (Mr. McCormack), had
decided to take the
responsibility. He asked that I
state, in writing, to what level
I thought the bank could safely
be raised, as neither he nor
his officers had seen the river
in very high floods. This I did,
and it was the cause of all the

later unpleasantness with some Councillors.

Work commenced in March 1936 and landowners soon
started to query the proposed finished level for the
bank. There was trouble with a low Snowy River flood
and a high Brodribb flood during construction but the

works were finished and the adjoining areas
sown with grasses, etc. to prevent erosion.

It is my recollection that the whole area was
fenced around, to give the bank time to
consolidate before it was used, but of this I
am not certain.

In March 1938 there was a flood, which
caused damage to land on the Newmerella
side and started opposition to the closing of
Gilbert’s Gulch to the height adopted. This
culminated in an action by Mr. S. L. Gargan
in the Supreme Court against the C. R. B.,

claiming an injunction ordering the bank to be removed
and/or damages.

This was to be a test case to determine the respective
rights and obligations of owners generally, and of the
Board.
As this matter did not concern the Shire at all, and as I
was no longer Shire Secretary, I had very little
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ABOVE: Damage to the Orbost Bridge due to the 1934 flood.
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knowledge of what had been going
on in the 18 months between the
starting of the bank and the
serving of the writ, but had heard
that legal advice had been
obtained by Newmerella
landowners. Their legal adviser
was later elevated to the High
Court bench. The Board’s legal
experts apparently advised
settlement out of Court, so $2000
was paid to cover the landowners’
legal costs and a short Act was put
through Parliament fixing the level
of the top of the bank.

I have been told that this bank was
taken away by the first high flood.
The present road is on
substantially the same line as the
C. R. B. Chief Engineer (Mr.
Callaway) and I decided upon
after the 1929 flood. Even at the
height to which the C. R. B. was
allowed to build the bank I
understand there have been one
disastrous complete failure and
partial failures. The Council has
been fortunate that it has not had
to pay much of what maintaining
a road at Gilbert’s Gulch has cost
over the years.

Raymond George Davey died, aged
85 years on 14 April 1983, at Heidelberg
West. He had been living
in retirement at Macalister Street, Sale,
and was survived by his second wife
and a daughter by his first marriage.
These memories of his time in Orbost
were written in c. late 1960s-early 1970s
for Mary Gilbert’s collection of
Personalities and Stories of the Early
Orbost District, pub. 1972.

John Phillips remembers a visit to a
relative on the Marlo Road during
the time of repairs to the road at
Gilbert’s Gulch after a flood in the
1950s.

“We had to drive down the
Lochend Road on the other side of the
river, and were then taken across the
Snowy at the Backbone in a punt”.

LEFT: This photo is from the Orbost
side and shows river water flowing
into Gilbert’s Gulch. Note the
willows in the background—
possibly the ones planted by Mr
Davey in the 1920s.


