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 Wilton family by Lois Crisp 

In Newsletter 166, Carrol Preston reported on a very destructive fire in May 1930 which very nearly 
destroyed a whole block of shops in Orbost. Mr Eric Wilton’s shoe shop was one of the most affected 
and he is reported to have had ‘not a penny’ of insurance. Lois Crisp now provides further research on 
the Wilton family.  

Inspiration for this Newsletter 
was this modest but intriguing 
plaque in honour of Mary 
Elizabeth Wilton which survives 
to this day on the altar rail of 
what was the Orbost Methodist 
Church, now at 24 Gordon Street. 
The altar rail was made by 
Alexander Cameron using teak 
from the 1927 wreck of the 
‘Riverina’, with the brass plaque 
added on 12 March 1939.  

Who was Mary Wilton?  

FROM INDIA TO ORBOST  

Mary’s obituary in the S R Mail 1938 states that she was 
born in Jubbulpore, India, the daughter of Thos. Pardew, 
brother of James Pardew of Orbost. She married Harry 
Walter Wilton at Lucknow, India where their eldest son, 
Eric Wilton (owner of the shoe shop destroyed by fire in 
Orbost in 1930) was born 11 July 1896 at the British 
Barracks, Lucknow, Bengal. 

Harry Walter Wilton had been born on 25 September 
1872 in Essex, England and died in Melbourne on 30 
September 1950. His father was William Wilton and 
mother Annie Lockett.  

As a young lad of 16 yrs., Harry enlisted with the Essex 
Regiment in November 1888, and served with the British 
Army for 25 years. Nine of these years were in India. He 
then saw service in the Boer War in South Africa, and 
later enlisted in WW1 in May 1918 from Murrungowar , 
serving in England until December. He was aged 45 yrs. 
and 6 mths. when enlisting.  

In 1913, after returning to England, Harry and Mary 
brought their family to Australia, firstly to Ararat, then in 
1915 moving to Murrungowar on the advice/suggestion 
of Mary’s uncle Edward James Pardew (known by the 
family as Edward, and by some locals as James).  Their 
three children were Eric Ercildoune (born in India 1896), 
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Ruby Pearl (born in England c.1904), and Hewitt Oscar 
(known as ‘Hughie’, born in England 1911).   

E. J. Pardew had moved to Orbost in 1886 and selected 
720 acres of hill land in the Brodribb area. The nearby 
McCulloch country was opened up around 1890 and 
many of the early settlers had moved on, making way for 
newcomers. This may have seemed like an opportunity 
for the Wiltons to get a start in farming.  

On 10 December 1925, just 10 years after establishing 
their farm at Murrungowar, the property was burnt in a 
bushfire which is reported to have started at Rocky 
River. They lost almost everything — their home, shed(s) 
and all their belongings, including those from India and 
according to a descendant, Mary’s most treasured 
possession, her piano.  

After the fire, Harry and Mary and their family moved 
into Orbost, living in Boundary Road.  

‘Pioneers and Pilgrims’ p. 51 states that Harry was a lay 
preacher for 50 years (not all at Orbost). He represented 
the Central Riding of the Orbost Shire Council from 1936 
to 1939, was a Commissioner on the Orbost Waterworks 
Trust, and Honorary Secretary of the Orbost Bowling 
Club in 1937. After his wife’s death in 1938, Harry moved 
to Melbourne. 

Mary Wilton was a member of the Orbost Methodist 
Ladies’ Guild, and a staunch supporter, along with her 
family, of the Methodist Church in Orbost. While living 
at Murrungowar, the Wiltons participated in and hosted 
services by Missioners and travelling ministers. The 
menfolk often helped with transport. Her dedicated 
service to the Methodist Church was acknowledged on 
the brass plaque in 1938, (Photo p.1). Mary died in May 
1938 aged 65 yrs. and is buried in the Orbost cemetery. 

 

This 1926 plan shows the 
township of  
MURRUNGOWAR (pink) and 
lots owned by members of 
the Wilton family (green). 

 

H W Wilton (Harry) lot 38,  

E E Wilton (Eric) lot 36B,   

B. Wilton (Bessie) lot 37A.  

Harry and his son Eric and 
Eric’s wife Bessie were the 
owners of these blocks.  

 

Orbost Methodist Church in its original location on the n.e. 

corner of Browning and Salisbury  Street.  
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Harry and Mary’s eldest son Eric Wilton was very young 
when the family moved from India to England, and then 
to Australia in 1913. 

On 20 July 1915, Eric enlisted in WW1, giving as N. of K. 
his father Harry Wilton, McLennan Street, Ararat, which 
was changed to “C/- E. J. Pardew, Orbost”. In England 
during the war, ‘he was reunited with his childhood 
sweetheart’ Bessie Chaplin. (See ‘Murrungowar 
Memories’ by Wally West). They married and came to 
Australia in 1919, initially living at Dandenong. 

‘After training and probationary work at Young’s Creek’, 
he decided to take up land at Murrungowar. His father, 
Harry had a block on the track to Glen Arte about a mile 
from the turnoff to Kuark. (Also noted from 
‘Murrungowar Memories’).  

Three children were born while Eric and Bessie lived at 
Murrungowar, and a further four after the shift to 
Orbost.   

In Orbost, Eric ran a bootshop in the main street. It was 
at the rear of this shop that a very serious fire was 
thought to have started in May 1930. (Refer to 
Newsletter 166 May 2021, page 3).  

Recovery from this event would have been very difficult. 

 Then, another serious event occurred in the back of 
Eric’s shoe shop in October 1931 leaving Eric’s younger 
brother Hewitt (‘Hugh’) Wilton badly burned.  

Eric was for some years the organist for the Methodist 
Church in Orbost until 1941 when he enlisted in WW2. 
Bessie took on the job of organist, until the family left 
Orbost in 1948. Eric died on 18 April 1955 aged 58 at 
Dandenong.  

His sister Ruby Pearl died 1990 aged 86. On her death 
registration, her birthplace was given as Brentwood, 
Essex. In 1929, she married Reverend Joseph Leach, 
(returned from ‘doing duty’ at Smithton in Tasmania), in 
the Orbost Methodist Church, where Reverend Leach 
had been the Minister from 1924 to 1927.  

By 1933 they had two children and were living at 
Woomelang, where Joseph was then stationed. They 
moved around Victoria, with his postings and Joseph 
died (in retirement?) near Frankston and is buried in the 
Rye Cemetery.  

Eric’s younger brother, Hewitt (‘Hughie’) died in 1948 at 
Drouin South, aged 37. His death registration gave his 
birthplace as Warley, England.  

The Argus 1-7-1948 reports: “Oscar Wilton (Hughie), 
dearly loved son of H. W. and the late Mrs. Wilton. 
Loving husband of May and father of Kevin, brother of 
Eric, and brother-in-law of Bessie, formerly of Orbost, 
died June 30th 1948 at his residence at Drouin South.” 

Wally West, in ‘Murrungower Memories’, states that 
Hugh and his brother Eric operated a carrier business 
between Orbost and Murrungowar and that they also 
worked for the Council with their tip-truck. This was 
possibly while they were living at Murrungowar. 

Hughie had married Louisa May Thomas, the daughter of 
Hugh Thomas and Priscilla Jane Thomas (nee Andrews) 
in 1937. Louisa was born in Launceston, Tasmania and 
died in 1953 at Thornbury, aged 51, Their son, John 
Hewitt, born in 1938, died aged 7 days and is buried in 
Orbost with Mary, his grandmother. Hugh and Louisa 
later adopted Kevin. 

Eric and Bessie Wilton’s children were:  

Cecil Harry b. 22-2-1920 (married 1949, Patricia 
Maureen Mellerick), 

Raymond Edmund b. 8-7-1921 (married 1944, Muriel 
Irene Crook),  

Kathleen b. 9-4-1923 (married 22-11-1945, Dudley 
James “Mick” Scarff in Orbost),  

NOTE: It was on 10 July 1930 that the long-awaited 

Orbost Hospital was opened by Mr. Albert Lind MLA. It 

was on 14 July that the new hospital opened its doors 

to its first patient Mr H W Wilton (Eric’s father) who had 

a poisoned leg. 

Snowy River Mail 

14 October 1931 

EXPLOSION ON LEATHER  

STITCHER 

 

YOUNG MAN SEVERELY BURNED 

 This morning whilst working a boot-stitching 

machine at Mr. Eric Wilton’s bootshop, Hugh Wilton, 

aged 21 years, received a severe scorching of his face 

through the explosion of a methylated spirit lamp. 

 The flame is in use to keep the wax for the 

thread hot in the stitching process, and when the ex-

plosion occurred there was an upburst of flame to his 

face. Mr. Eric Wilton, who was nearby, threw his coat 

over his brother’s head and smothered the flames. 

This done he had to turn his attention to the floor 

from which the flames spread to the wall, charring it 

before they could be subdued. The coat was almost 

incinerated in this double process. 

 Mr. du Bois Williams, chemist, in the premises 

adjacent, was at once called upon. He rendered first 

aid to the sufferer whose top skin was burned 

through, and sent the sufferer to the Orbost & District 

Hospital for further attention. The shock to the young 

man was also severe.  
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Enid Joan b. 14-10 1925, (married 1946 Eric Hubert 
Tonkin),  

Maurice Eric b.30-5-1927 (married 1951, to Rae Watson 
Rankin),  

Gwenneth Pearl b. 4-1-1931 (married 1952, Edwin Neil 
Matthews, Dandenong), and  

Marion Dorothy b. 10-12-1932, (married 1955 Bruce 
Manks, Dandenong). 

After the 1925 Murrungowar fire, Kathleen thought that 
her family moved to Orbost, just as their grand-parents 
did, however it seems that they retained their land at 
Murrungowar.  

Ray gained his Merit Certificate in 1934 at the Orbost 
Higher Elementary School, and Kath would have 
received one of the 3 senior prizes in 1937 (if the Speech 
Night had not been cancelled due to the polio epidemic). 
Cecil and Ray both enlisted in WW2, and after the war, 
settled in Melbourne. 

No Wilton descendants lived in the Orbost district after 
World War II.  

 

 

 

 

 

ABOVE. Children of Eric and Bessie Wilton c.1937. Ray and 

Cecil, Maurice, Kath and Enid, Marion and Gwen.  

ABOVE. Harry and Mary Wilton with children Eric and Ruby 

Pearl, in England c.1906. Their younger son, ‘Hughie’ was 

born in 1911 and is not in this photograph.  

ABOVE. Harry and Mary Wilton with their three children, 

Eric, Ruby Pearl and ‘Hughie’ in Orbost c.1930. 

This Newsletter has been compiled from research by John Phil-

lips; “Pioneers and Pilgrims” by Revd. Peter Gador-Whyte; 

“Murrungowar Memories” by Wally West; and further research 

in Births, Deaths & Marriages Vic.; Freerootsweb.com/UK; 

Trove Newspapers-on-line; W W I and W W II Service Records 

Australia; specific dates and photos from Mark Wilton (son of 

Cecil) with facilitation by Jenny McLennan. 


