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

In c.1973, Raymond George Davey put his memories down in writing. Raymond
had worked as Orbost Shire Officer from 1922-45. His work involved the role of
Shire Engineer, and for a time, combined Secretary/Engineer. These are notes from
his recollections about the Bete Bolong Drainage Scheme.

Levee bank construction,
Bete Bolong.
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From the 1880s, when intensive farming first
began on the Snowy River floodplain, water and
drainage were facts of life. By 1911, draining the
land had become a co-operative effort which also
involved the Orbost Shire Council.

with timber and a notice was served on the Contractor
to complete the job in accordance with the plans. The
arguments then began. The contractor claimed the
collapse was due to defects of design and inadequacy of
foundations.
After various writs were served it was agreed that the
case be referred to arbitration. The contractor’s attitude
is indicated by the fact that Mr. R. G. Menzies, later to
be Prime Minister, was his leading counsel. After three
days, and before the contractor’s side had been heard at
all, a compromise was reached. I did not ever hear the
terms, but the contractor did no more work and the
tunnel was left propped up. This was later to cause a lot
of trouble.

In relation to Bete Bolong:
…. it was resolved on the motion of Cr. Lynn that a
call of three shillings per acre be made in favour of
making the floodgate at the cost of the ratepayers
interested was carried.
Snowy River Mail, February 16, 1911
BETE BOLONG DRAINAGE

It is worthy of mention that a mistake was made in the
procurement of loans for both the Bete Bolong and
Newmerella Drainage Areas. The loans were raised on
the security of Special Improvement Charges and the
relevant Act states that loans so raised should be for
periods not exceeding fifteen years.

A meeting of land-owners interested in the Bete
Bolong drainage area was held in the Shire Hall on
28 January, the Shire President Cr Watt in the
chair.
It was resolved on the motion of Mr W Cumming
seconded by Mr J Johnston, that steps be taken to
have a suitable floodgate erected on the Bete
Bolong south drain, under the Drainage Act.

The Bete Bolong loan was for 32 years, with 20 years
for Newmerella. Landowners could therefore have
refused to pay the charges levied. The then Shire
Secretary sinned in good company, for the loan
schedules were approved by the State Treasury, before
the loans were obtained. Thus the Government would, if
necessary, have had to pass special Acts to legalise the
rates.

“The floods of 1922 and 1925, coming after a long spell
without high floods, and during a period when prices
for maize and beans were high, made farmers very keen
to get protection against floods, improve drainage, and
get access to hill land for the safety of livestock.

I was told of these errors years later, when I was
Secretary and Engineer, by the Municipal Inspector. I
kept the knowledge to myself. On a 15 year term for
repayments, the Bete Bolong farmers could not have
done their job; rates would have been too high.

The incidence of the 1925 flood, and its effects were
similar to that of 1922. This flood, coupled with good
prices for the district’s products, strengthened the
moves for flood-protection and improved drainage.
These resulted in petitions to the Council in 1926/27
from Bete Bolong and Newmerella landowners for the
constitution of Drainage Areas. These being approved,
the Council engaged a Consulting Engineer to design
and supervise the embankment at Bete Bolong and
the additional outlet from the Newmerella flats
opposite Morris’s hill.

The next milestone was what is generally referred to as
“the Depression”. As far as Orbost district is
concerned, it extended from 1930 to 1936. This calamity
was world-wide and it will be difficult for those who did

The Newmerella job was a complete success and
calls for no comment. The Bete Bolong job ran
into a lot of trouble.
The new embankment then extended only from
Russell’s hill to E. W. Johnston’s house, with a
small bank in the gulch behind the old school. The
contractor had finished his work but when the
concrete tunnel in the main drain under the
embankment was un-watered for final inspection it
was found that the central part of the tunnel had
collapsed. Steps were taken to support the roof

ABOVE: BETE BOLONG DRAINAGE SCHEME
The Weekly Times, April 9 1927
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not experience it to realize the distress it caused.

Major works done were: completion of the Bete
Bolong embankment from hill to hill (the embankment
is close to five kilometers in length and is skirted by the
Orbost/Buchan Road from its turnoff at the Bete
Bolong Road); raising the embankments at Ashby’s
and Watt’s Gulches; embankments along the Lochend
Road; embankment at W. Mundy’s; embankment at J.
W. Lynn’s; and embankments at Lynn’s Gulch. The
scheme worked splendidly throughout.

Very few local farmers took advantage of the Farmer’s
Debts Adjustment, which provided for the reduction and
postponement of debts. The Bete Bolong and
Newmerella Drainage Areas had payments in respect of
principle of loans postponed for four years, and met
payments in respect of interest at reduced rates that
term.
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.

These works were mostly done in time to allow men and
horses to go away to prepare land for the new crops.
Gangs were then concentrated on the snagging of the
river, removal of an island opposite Lynn’s Gulch, and
removal of willows from the river banks, to improve the
waterway.

Major road damages were the concern of the C.R.B. but
Shire roads suffered greatly. The floodwaters had left
the river course over miles of the frontages which had
been regarded as above flood levels, and had broken
through at all gulches.

The district however had not yet finished with disasters,
as there was another inundation early in 1936.

Bete Bolong was a huge lake, because the frontages
upstream of Johnston’s had been overtopped. As the
outlet tunnel was partly blocked it was obvious that
most of this land would be unusable for months.

The Bete Bolong area still contained some of the 1934
flood waters, so it was set back again, the tunnel still
being blocked. The main local road damage was at
Hofen’s Bluff on the Bete Bolong Road where the whole
hillside was soaked and the road was covered with muck
of about the consistency of porridge to depths up to 6
feet.

The district position was desperate, farmers did not
need labour, because they had no crops, and most share
dairymen had no income, because there was no feed for
cows.

There being no bulldozers or front-end loaders those
days the job had to be done with shovels and wheelbarrows. For several weeks, the Bete Bolong residents
could get to Town only by going nearly to Waygara,
mainly over bush tracks.

Only government help could save the situation. It was
forth-coming through the State Rivers and Water Supply
Commission, which sent survey and drafting staff to
make a comprehensive survey of the river course, the
frontages, and all the gulches, so a plan for protection
against floods and improvement
of the river course, to pass
floods through the flats quickly,
could be planned.
Those being the days before
mechanical earth-moving
plant was available, the S. R.
& W. S. Commission made
money available for flood
protection works conditionally
upon all horses being provided
by the interested landowners.
This was readily accepted;
there were plenty of horses
available and they would have
to be fed in any case. Cooperative bulk purchases of
chaff were arranged and
farmer’s sons and employees
were paid as drivers.

BETE BOLONG
DRAINAGE AREA
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involved). The pump is situated in the main drain, about
a kilometer “upstream” from the floodgate.

The principal aftermath of the 1936 flood was the
saturated condition of the lower land. To help in this
respect, the S. R. & W. S. Commission later made
available for hire a new dragline excavator. This
revolutionized drain-making and cleaning.

This electric pump is on their property, thus the invoice

Much earlier, a contractor had operated a power
shovel but its radius of operation was rather low.
These (newer) machines were a big advance on what
applied at Bete Bolong in 1922. The plant then was a
wood-fired steam Donkey Engine, placed on a big
sledge, on which a crane boom was also mounted. It
hauled itself about by pulling on a buried anchor. A
steel bucket was lowered into the drains and filled by
thigh-booted labourers with shovels. The filled buckets
were hoisted up, then swung sideways to be tipped.
To view the plant in operation was a sight to remember.
It is a pity this “machine” could not have been
preserved for the Historical Society, to show how things
had to be done in the “hard way’ in the “good old
days”.

ABOVE: Pump station about 1km. upstream
from the floodgate.

for power comes to them, and Mandy distributes
accounts annually to the other farmers on a percentage
basis. All of whom are agreeable to the formula
previously used by the River Improvement Trust. The
accounts may include cost of repairs.

The works in the river course were finished by about the
middle of 1936 and farming operations, except in the
lowest part of Bete Bolong, were resumed in the Spring.

Currently, two of the farmers, Charles “Tige” Russell
and Tom Kleinitz check the pump and the drains and
organize any repairs.

With the last of available funds a small concrete tunnel,
very heavily reinforced, was cast inside the old structure
in the Bete Bolong drain. I have never heard how this
performed but it does not seem greatly to matter, as all
surplus water from the area is now pumped.

Chris Nixon, one of the farmers involved with the East
Gippsland Catchment Management Authority, said that
the scheme was costing the E. G. C. M. A. around
$80,000 per year for two employees and maintenance.
Late in the 1990s landowners met and set up the
private scheme. Maintenance work to drains etc. still
requires the CMA approval, as you can imagine,
removal of earth may leave a section vulnerable to
erosion.

From my earliest knowledge, the bar to satisfactory
gravitational drainage was always the difficulty of
keeping the waterway clear along the first mile from the
river, because cleaning works induce landslips from the
hillside of the drain. The total amount provided by the S.
R. & W. S. Commission was about $100,000.”

THE PRESENT SITUATION (2019)

One of the difficulties has always been the flat nature
of the area, and the very low portion near Pumpkin
Point (north-west corner).

The current operator of the floodgate said that
sometimes the hinged gate, when it is closing, tends to
slide back up and needs to be pushed back down with a
stick.

The system is one of the very few private concerns, and
it operates well.

Mr Davey refers to “all surplus floodwater from the
area being pumped”. Gil Richardson said that, initially,
pumping floodwater out of the basin was through a
pipe, up and over the embankment, but this required a
very powerful pump and proved unsatisfactory.

(The Snowy River Improvement Trust was formed
from the Bete Bolong South, Jarrahmond, Newmerella
and Orbost East Drainage Areas under The River
Improvement Act gazetted on 4 April 1951. It ceased
to operate in 1997 with the advent of the East
Gippsland Catchment Management Authority. Notes
on-line.)

John and Mandy Richardson say that these days
removing floodwater is what you might call, “pumpassisted gravitational flow”. (NB. Only local rainwater is
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