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 Orbost Fire Brigade 1919 -1930    by Carrol Preston 

Extract from “Snowy River Mail”, December 1919 

Orbost now possesses a fire brigade.  
The movement to ensure its 
establishment was heartily taken up 
by council and the general public 
and is now crowned with success. 

The inauguration of the brigade was 
carried out on Monday evening by 
Chief Officer, T. S. Marshall, of the 
Country Fire Brigades’ Board. 

Mr. George Hodgson was elected 
captain, Mr. R. M. Macalister lieutenant, Mr. D. Gilbert 
foreman and Mr. J. F. McCoy secretary. No difficulty is 
anticipated in obtaining the fifteen members required 
to constitute a full brigade, in fact, a process of 
elimination may be necessary. 

Chief Officer Marshall put members through various 
exercises with hose, hydrant, and y-coupling and was 
well pleased with their first efforts.  He was also 
pleased with the water pressure obtained from the 
pipes of the water supply scheme. 

The members are entering upon their duties with so 
much enthusiasm that it was well after midnight on 
Monday before their initiation was completed.  

Chief Officer Marshall will revisit Orbost early in the 
new year. 

1919 beginning 

In November 2019, Orbost Fire Brigade celebrated its Cen-
tenary, with thanks given to all who served over the past 100 
years.   

     -  Photo by Carrol Preston.   

ABOVE: Orbost’s main street, c. 1919. 
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Extract from “Snowy River Mail”, July 1929 

BRIGADE RESIGNS IN A BODY 

Consequent of a deaf ear being turned to appeals by the 
Orbost Fire Brigade for encouragement and assistance in 
carrying on, and the natural disappointment of the vol-
unteer body who have gone out of their way to keep up 
the appliances for the protection of house property, the 
Brigade at a final meeting decided to resign as a body. 

The meeting was held last Tuesday week, when there 
were present Capt. Richardson (in the chair), secretary J. 
Healey, lieutenant Syd. Nixon, foreman M. Helginson, 
and firemen Macalister and Williams. 

The meeting has been specially called for public atten-
tion, but as it appeared that the public were not in sym-
pathy with the Brigade, a motion was carried that the 
Brigade abandon their uphill fight by resigning as a body. 

The secretary endeavoured to get the members to give 
it another try, but they felt they had been ridiculed by 
the public, and on that account were not eager to carry 
on. 

APATHY FOR YEARS 

Some two or three years ago meetings were called in 
connection with the Brigade, but as the public would not 
attend several experienced members resigned. 

BRIGADE ASSETS 

Now that finality has been reached it may be pointed 
out that the Brigade is in a good way financially.  During 
its existence the Brigade by their own efforts through 
subscriptions and dances have spent on - a piano (£125), 
hose reel (£50), hydrant (£7), branches £5), extension to 
building (£35), ladder (£5/15/), ladder stand (£15).  Their 
liabilities are practically nil.  The ladder stand has 
changed from a perpendicular to a horizontal position, 
caused by inadequate struts to defy a heavy windstorm, 
which tossed it over shortly after erection. 

The Fire Brigade work is purely voluntary.  The Brigade 
has always been willing to assist public bodies, and in 
addition has three times responded to calls to bush fires, 
although these do not come within the scope of its 
work. 

When a body of young men are willing to assist the pub-
lic, which means a reduction of fire insurance rates, 
surely they deserve some encouragement. 

Anyway they have shown their disapproval in drastic 
form, and when the resignations go down to the Country 
Fire Brigades’ Association there will be some stir in the 
dove-cote. 

Extract from “Snowy River Mail”, October, 1929 

ORBOST FIRE BRIGADE 

A public meeting is to be convened by the Shire Presi-
dent to consider the matter of re-organising the Orbost 
Fire Brigade. 

It is no doubt within the recollections of our readers that 
a short time ago the members of the brigade, dissatis-
fied with the apathy of the general public, lodged their 
resignations with the Country Fire Brigades’ Board.  The 
resignations however were held in abeyance, pending 
the visit to Orbost of the Chief of the Board (Mr. Chel-
low).  Consequent of his visit the meeting for Monday 
next has been convened. 

Presumably the township people did not take the resig-
nations seriously or realise the importance of them, or 
they would have bestirred themselves with a view to 
ensuring that if the members of the brigade had any 
grievances they would be speedily redressed.   

Up to the present the brigade has done well.  Its mem-
bers have worked harmoniously together.  They have 
worked assiduously, in the effort to attain proficiency in 
order that they may, if required, render the public valua-
ble service.  To assist and encourage them in the splen-
did work they have undertaken for the protection of life 
and property is a duty devolving on the public and must 
on so account be neglected. 

Fortunately no laboured argument is necessary to show 
the great importance of having a fire brigade in our 
midst.  Without one the township would be in a most 
unenviable position.  One result would be a large in-
crease in fire insurance premiums, and that would be 
nothing compared to the great loss that might ensue in 
the case of a serious outbreak of fire.  But we cannot 
conceive if possible that the brigade will become a thing 
of the past.  That will not be allowed by such a progres-
sive people as those of Orbost.  It behoves them there-
fore to be up and doing.  No doubt they have been as 
sympathetic as they might have been towards the bri-
gade or as interested as they should have been in its 
affairs. 

But it is hoped there will be a revival in this respect and 
that the public meeting on Monday will be seized upon 
as an appropriate occasion on which to give it appropri-
ate expression. 

Extract from “Snowy River Mail”, November, 1929 

ORBOST FIRE BRIGADE 

Having risen Phoenix-like from its ashes, the Orbost Fire 
Brigade is now a live body with Mr. Reg. Macalister as cap-
tain.  Other officers appointed were : - Lieutenant, Mr. A. 
Richardson; foreman, Mr. H. Helgenson; secretary Mr. Joe 
Slatter. 

There is a full compliment of 15 firemen, with five re-
serves, and to keep up the interest of the Brigade drill sev-
eral of the business people of the town have donated tro-
phies for competition. 

The Shire Council has agreed to place the roadway at the 
front of the fire station in good condition. Keenness is 
shown by members and attendance at drill is satisfactory. 

SPECIAL MEETING OF FIRE BRIGADE 

TUESDAY 23rd JULY 1929 at 8 o’clock. 

---------------------- 

Public Having Any Interest in above are asked to attend. 
F. J. HEALEY, Secretary. 
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Extract from “Snowy River Mail”, May 14th, 1930 

SERIOUS FIRE AT ORBOST 

------------------------------------------------------------------ 

WHOLE BLOCK ENDANGERED  

Fire Brigade’s Good Save. 

“In the history of Orbost, the fire menace has not obtruded itself in the town, with the exception of a couple of 
insignificant burns, and people were lulled into a sense of security, so much so that no encouragement was 
given the local fire brigade to keep up its strength and efficiency.  Naturally peeved at such treatment members 
of the brigade got lax in their work and finally resigned in body.  Such fact being brought before the Country 
Fire Brigades’ Board and business people realising the effect it would have on the fire brigade, at once rallied to 
the assistance of the brigade with the result that it is now an active and efficient body.” 

Such was proved last Thursday morning when the alarm 
sounded for a call for help.  At five a.m. Mr. Scouller had 
cause to attend to a person who was ill, and noticed col-
umns of flame shoot out of the rear of Mr. Eric Wilton’s 
premises in Nicholson Street.  He, at once gave the alarm 
to Mr. “Dooley” McHenry, who attempted a marathon 
turn to the bell tower at the fire brigade station, but was 
passed on the way by his son, who gave the alarm. 

The brigade was smart in response and with the main 
hose poured water on the flames, which had taken com-
plete control of the shop, it being a seething mass of 
flame soaring skywards. 

Working on the rear, Captain Macalister and his men, 
aided by splendid pressure from the adjacent main, and 
with two other branches quickly made considerable im-
pression but as there was no possible chance of saving 
the building, attention was directed to the shops on ei-
ther side, which had been attacked by the flames. 

The work of the brigade was hampered by high winds, 
and the fire spread to the buildings of Mr. Brabet’s on 
one side, and Mr. Wilkinson’s on the other, and also had 
crept insidiously under the flooring, the task before the 
brigade was a heavy one. 

Seeking a point of advantage from the front of Messrs. 
Rothberg and Hanson a little further down the street, 
and also attacking from the rear, splendid work was 
done. 

Wilkinson’s shop was the first encroached upon then 
shortly afterwards Brabet’s received full attention, and it 
looked like the whole block may go, but with concentrat-
ed work the brigade controlled the situation, and at 6 
o’clock the hoses had effectually done the work. 

Mr. Swan, after the alarm had been sounded, diverted 
the full water supply into the Nicholson Street main, 
though he considered such was unnecessary as the pres-
sure was so good. 

When the smoke and steam had abated, a chaotic scene 
presented itself, and the full effect of a good save as re-
garding a further spread in the street. 

Mr. Wilton’s repair department, where there was valua-
ble machinery used in the boot trade, was a ruin, as well 
as the boot and shoe department, which had contained 
a large stock of high class footwear. 

The rear corner of Mr. Brabet’s shop had been eaten 
away, also the ceiling, and the rush of smoke and the 
copious use of water practically disintegrated most of his 
stock of musical instruments, and the general stock of 
the sports department to the scrap heap. 

Mr. Wilkinson suffered next to Mr. Wilton, his shop be-
ing partially damaged by fire, which not only burnt 
ceilingwards but also under and through the flooring, 
and the whole appearance was the antithesis of the busy 
endeavour in serving patrons of the tea room only a few 
hours before. 

The United Bread Supply Company premises, adjoining 
Mr. Wilkinson’s were damaged by water and smoke. 

Mr. Brabet, rushing into the smoky and flaming interior 
of his shop to secure his books and papers was success-
ful in his quest, but was overcome by fumes, and had to 
be assisted out by members of the brigade.  Many eager 
volunteers endeavoured to help the firemen, but in most 
instances their efforts were misplaced. 

How the fire occurred is a mystery.  Mr. Wilton says he 
left the business secure to all intents and departed at 6 
p.m. on Wednesday.  He has no idea of the cause of the 
outbreak.  There were theories that the place may have 
been burgled from the rear and set on fire as the bur-
glars decamped, but that is merely hypothesis.  At the 
rear of the premises in the workshop where the fire 
started, there was scattered about leather chips, and 
shavings of an inflammable character, and a carelessly 
thrown cigarette butt may have caused the damage, as 
such a mixture of material would smoulder for a long 
time before breaking into flame. 

INSURANCES 

Wilton’s Boot and Shoe Store. 

Unfortunately for Mr. Wilton, he did not have one penny 
insurance on his stock.  Some parcels of footwear, con-
siderably damaged were salvaged, and he secured a fire 
wracked cashbox containing 30/. 

Wilkinson’s Fruit, Confectionery and Tea Rooms 

Mr. Wilkinson states he left the premises at 11.30 on 
Wednesday night, and all was secure at that time.  The 
stock is insured for £550 in the London and Lancashire 
Insurance Company. 
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Barbet’s Music and Sports Dept. 

The stock was insured for £500 in the London Assurance 
Company. 

United Bread Supply Company. 

The stock is covered by £200 insurance in the London 
and Lancashire Company. 

THE BUILDINGS. 

The block of buildings is owned by Mr. A. E. Rodwell and 
insured for £1600 in the London and Lancashire Insur-
ance Company. 

Mr. Rodwell is at present holidaying in New Zealand and 
has been advised by his agents of the outbreak. 

G. & N. COMPANY’S OLD PREMISES. 

When Gippsland & Northern vacated those premises two 
years ago for the palatial structure at the top end of Ni-
cholson Street, Mr. Rodwell had the place remodelled to 
suit the requirements of several people wanting commo-
dious premises than the places at the time occupied by 
them.  In addition he added a shop composed of brick, 
front, side and rear, but with the partition of the end of 
the old building remaining. When the remodelling im-
provements were carried out the business centre of the 
town was greatly improved. 

THE FIRE BRIGADE. 

It may not be out of the way to publish the names of the 
newly organised Orbost fire brigade, and the captain 
proudly comments on the fact that all answered the call 
of danger.  The personnel is - Captain, Mr. Reg Macal-
ister; Lieutenant, Mr. A. Worsley; foreman, Mr. C. Rob-
erts; secretary, Mr. Joe Slatter; Fireman, Messrs. A. 
Macalister, A. Williams, W. Auger, J. Auger, W. Stephen-
son, Les Ralston, L. Herbert, F. McHenry, M. Gluth, J. Gra-
ham, R. S. Napier, A. Lind, F. Anderson, D. Mallett. 

Less than twelve months ago Orbost was destitute of a 
Fire Brigade and this state of affairs being communicated 
to the Country Fire Brigades’ Board, action was taken 
from headquarters to revivify the brigade and put it on a 
fighting foot. 

At a public meeting Mr. Reg Macalister was appointed to 
undertake the task of getting the nucleus of a brigade 
together and his energy was at once rewarded.  

Mr. Chellow, of the Country Fire Brigades’ Board, visited 
Orbost to ascertain the position of affairs 
and to report to the Board, and he ex-
pressed pleasure at an effective body be-
ing so quickly brought into requisition. 

Later, Mr. Turner, of the Board, visited 
Orbost and members were duly regis-
tered. 

With Mr. Macalister as captain, and 
helped by sanguine officers and men, the 
brigade has been brought up to a fair 
standard.  Only a few weeks back tro-
phies presented by various business peo-
ple in the town were competed for, and 

efficient work was displayed by member in such compe-
titions. 

The equipment of the brigade is sadly lacking, the ab-
sence of smoke masks and fore extinguishers being de-
plored by the officials on Thursday morning. 

Doubtless the importance of keeping the brigade up 
to fighting strength and full provision of equipment 
will impress itself on the town and district, with the 
result that action to that end will be taken in hand 
without delay. 

AUCTION SALE OF BOOTS, 

SHOES ETC., 
Salvaged from fire. 

--------------- 

FRIDAY, 23rd MAY. 

At 2.p.m. 

--------------- 

James & Bird are instructed by the Orbost Boots & Shoe Coy to 
sell at their rooms the boots and shoes salvaged from the recent 
fire.  400 Pairs boots, shoes, etc., comprising Ladies Shoes, 
Gents light boots, childrens shoes, Girls and boys boots, Gum 
boots, sand shoes, slippers, Galoshes. 

Various sizes in all the above and are for absolute sale. 

A. C. BRABET ’S 

Huge  FIRE  Salvage  

SALE 
-------------------------------------------------- 

Opening   Day,   Monday,   21st.  
See Window Display and Bargain Tables for Prices. 

-------------------------------------------------- 

THE  WHOLE  STOCK  OF 
GRAMOPHONES (His Master’s Voice) 

Records, Fancy Goods, Musical Instruments, 

Sporting Goods 
Tennis Rackets, Golf Sticks, Golf Balls, Football (all sizes) Hockey 

Sticks 

Fancy Goods 
The whole Entire Stock to be Cleared at Low Prices. 

Glassware, Chinaware, Hand Bags, Xylonite ware, School requisites. 

Harness and Saddlery 
Riding Saddles, Heavy Harness, Light Harness, Plough and Leading 

Chains. 

The Entire Stock to be Cleared 
BELOW COST. 

1936 photo of Nicholson Street.  


