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2
A Partridge and Other Game Birds

Following World War I, the Government was faced with
twin problems of redeployment of returned servicemen
and the need for regional development. Water was seen
as a tool to provide a solution to both.

Royal assent was given to the Irrigation Act 1922 on 18 October 1922. Under its
provisions the first Commissioner of Irrigation, Archibald Frederick Partridge,

was appointed. Initially appointed for 12 months and thereafter for various periods,
he brought to the job extensive experience in India, Victoria and New South Wales.

1

Partridge immediately availed himself of some of the trimmings that senior office
allowed. He acquired a large office for which he purchased everything imaginable
including lavish furniture and big glass fronted cabinets for his library. He also
became the owner of an eight-cylinder Buick, a source of great pride and pleasure
for him.

2

Steps were taken immediately to appoint engineering and administration staff.
According to the first Annual Report of the Commissioner in 1923, the conditions of
the new appointments were sufficiently attractive to ensure applications from
experienced irrigation and water conservation officers throughout Australia, with
the result that a staff has been formed of an efficient and able character.

3
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In his first annual report, Partridge indicated his intention to place irrigation, and
particularly the Inkerman Scheme, on a commercial footing. The Inkerman Water
Supply Area had been constituted in 1917 in the Burdekin Delta near Home Hill, the
scheme incorporating 12,000 hectares of which 2,000 hectares on 200 farms were
irrigated. A central electricity generating station at Home Hill provided power to
electric pumps installed in wells and spears, drawing water from the extensive sand
and gravel aquifers underlying the delta. All the hardware for the scheme was
communally owned.

When the scheme was established, the Government had agreed to advance the
money for the works on the assurance that the farmers would eventually repay it to
fund other closer settlement schemes. The scheme failed as the blocks were too
large and the Government was forced to write off £171,478. Laying blame on the
farmers, by suggesting moral weakness and ineptitude, Partridge was determined
that the scheme would be placed on a sound financial footing. As the original local
board scarcely functioned and the management operations had become too complex
for non-specialists the Commission took over the scheme in July 1923 and managed
it until 1952, when the Inkerman Irrigation Board was formed.

4

In 1922, the Water Supply Department was also placed under the control of the
Commissioner. The amalgamation of irrigation and water supply was considered
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efficient and economical and it vested the control of water and the administration of
the various Water Acts under the one authority, that of the Commissioner of Water
Supply and Sewerage. The Rights in Water and Water Conservation and Utilisation
Act was abolished and the new Commissioner took over the duties
previously undertaken by John Henderson and Hugo Eklund.

Behind the Irrigation Act lay another plan, that of Premier
Edward Theodore and his agrarian socialist government. To

accelerate plans for closer settlement and agricultural development
in Queensland, the Dawson Valley Irrigation Scheme was
introduced. Preliminary investigations of the Dawson Valley had
been instigated in 1907 by Thomas Parker, under Henderson’s
direction. But it was not until the post-World War I Soldier Settlement
Scheme was under way that any action was taken. Later surveys
identified a potential dam site, tentatively named Nathan Dam after
the Governor, Sir Matthew Nathan, who had played a part in the
site selection. Sir Matthew had practical engineering skills, having
served with the Royal Engineers in the war and later working in
irrigation in London after leaving Queensland.

5
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It was intended that the proposed dam would support one of the largest irrigation
projects in the world.

6
 Government resumptions and subdivisions of millions of

acres had been proposed for the Burnett, Callide, Capella and Clermont districts,
where great things were expected of small-scale cotton farming. The Government
believed that large-scale irrigation must be made an expert business under the control
of experts, it could not be carried on by the existing Water Supply Department as a

mere ‘sideline’. With this justification, Edward Theodore himself
introduced the bill for the Irrigation Act.  The Act was passed and
the Commission was created. From then on, parliamentary
approval would be required for all projects, following submissions
by the Commissioner on costs, benefits and detailed work
proposals.

7
 Special authorisation for the initial works at Theodore

was granted under the Irrigation Act.

Primary development was planned for 5000 acres (2000
hectares) served by a temporary pumping station on the Dawson
River. The planned scheme provided for a major dam on the
Dawson River in Nathan Gorge to supply water by way of diversion
weirs and channels to 74,000 acres (30,000 hectares) of land.
However, by the mid 1920s primary industries were experiencing
financial difficulties which heralded the onset of the Great
Depression and after a report by the Migration Commission in
1928, the major works were deferred.

A Theodore scheme was modified to allow the irrigation of only 3,000 acres (1,200
hectares). Theodore became a town owned and operated by the Irrigation and Water
Supply Commission (IWSC). Main Roads Department constructed a temporary weir
with the storage capacity of 7,350 megalitres on the Dawson River at Theodore for
the Commission.

In 1925, 500 acres of the first section, Castle Creek, were opened for settlement.
A model township, Theodore, was under construction with cottages and shops. The
Commissioner’s building included a large store and garage, two workshop buildings
and a cement depot adjacent to the power station. By 1927, 55 irrigated farms had
been occupied.

The boundaries of the nearby local authorities were altered to create a separate
jurisdiction for the new irrigation area. In each case the Commission would assume
the normal functions of the local authority – rates, road construction and, as Len
Redmond later found out when in charge, burials. The Commissioner, or his most
senior officer in Theodore, was virtually the mayor. The Commission had the authority

Nathan Gorge
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Type ‘C’ cottage, TheodoreCottage of settler A Cannard, Theodore

to dictate the crops grown, improvements required and registration and movement
of livestock.

8
 Standard designs of ‘type’ houses were specified and settlers were not

to build better homes, but invest any spare money in equipment.
9

In Brisbane, Charles Harland, Superintendent of the Settlement, was busy
answering inquiries and interviewing potential Dawson Valley settlers. In Theodore,
the Commissioner’s Land Officer, Archibald Percival St John, dealt with prospective
settlers. St John was handsome, tall and balding, a strong man and no saint.

10
 In

pre-settlement days he organised dances and social evenings for the Commission’s
employees, wives and daughters. According to early settler Robert Medew, St John
played an important role in the community’s recreational life.

11

The tales of Robert and Beth Medew are perhaps typical of the settlers’ experience.
Arriving at Theodore late one evening, the Medews were met by St John and shown
to the Settlers’ Accommodation House. The following morning Peter ‘Doc’ Knudsen
arrived in the Commission’s Ford Tourer to show the Medews around. Doc Knudsen
was the Commission’s ambulance officer, who also served as guide. He was employed
in March 1924 to replace J Oliver, who had resigned. Described as a rugged character
with tough walrus cast of countenance, a man of many parts, well skilled in his
ambulance duties but also a farmer in his own right, Doc had leased his dairy farm
to work for the Commission.

12
 Knudsen was later employed as the Health Inspector,

Water Master and Inspector of Stock.
13

From 1930, the control of the Theodore Irrigation Zone was in the hands of
Manager Charles Harland, Chief Clerk and Accountant John Hickey and Works
Overseer Colin Anderson. Colin Anderson, described as one of the most active officers
resident at Theodore, had varied duties including supervision of maintenance work.
Skilled in taking levels, he carried his survey instruments in his utility, so that he was
always available to give a farmer advice about levels or efficiency of his head-ditches.
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In 1929, as Foreman, he was responsible for the construction of the Theodore Weir,
replacing the temporary structure then in use. After the 1931 flood he designed and

supervised the construction of a system of levee
banks and floodgates which checked the inundation
of the low-lying land. A second storage of 1127
megalitres was built on the Dawson River near
Orange Creek in 1932.

14

In the early days of settlement, Commission men
were permitted to take up blocks. One who did
was Accountant John Hickey, one of the earliest
arrivals on the settlement.

15
 His kindly attention

to inquiries and patient application to the
voluminous correspondence between the Irrigation
and Land administrators was well remembered by
the district’s settlers.

16

The Engineers in charge at the Power House and Pumping Station were John
Cowie and William Hall. Water Supervisors, such as Fred and Don Walker, covered
many miles on their bicycles patrolling the canals during irrigation periods, adjusting
the canal checks and controlling the flow of water.

17

A maintenance gang of at least half a dozen men was employed to carry out repair
work on the canal banks, inlet pipes, roads and drains. Walter Pelling was in charge
of the Commission’s stables, in which he had 40 horses in his care. Each day he
would feed and groom the horses at 4.30 a.m. so they would be ready for the workers
when they arrived at 8.00 a.m., and feed and water the horses when they returned.
When construction finished, the horses were sold and the stables closed. Walter was
placed in charge of the Commission’s Pound and Dipping Yards. Walter was tough

Theodore Weir under construction 1929
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and proud. After suffering a pain in his side for some time, he went to see Dr Little on
one of his fortnightly visits to town. The doctor, a small and refined gentleman,
pushed Walter’s abdomen gently, asking, “Does that
hurt?”  Walter’s eyes blazed when he recounted
the story – “Fancy a little squib like him thinking
he could hurt me!”

18

The Hotel Theodore was erected in 1925 as the
Settlers’ Accommodation House with Miss K Shean
in charge. She later ran the hotel in Thangool,
reputedly one of the best country hotels in the
State.

19
  Her brothers, Fred and Jim, were

prominent in horse racing circles in Queensland
and New South Wales. Under an Order-in-Council
in 1929, the House was converted to a hotel owned
by the Commission, with Mrs Fairfield (who had
succeeded Miss Shean) the first licensee. In 1954, it was purchased by the local
Progress Association as a co-operative venture.

Back in Brisbane, Head Office had moved, in 1926, from cramped quarters in
Adelaide Street to the former Stock Institute Building, in College Road, adjoining

the Brisbane Grammar School. Head Office was divided into General Administration
and Accounts (with Secretary J Grant Thompson in charge of 24 staff) and the
Engineering and Technical division. This division was divided into Town Water Supply,
Boring, Mechanical and Electrical, Stream Gauging and Dawson Valley and Drafting
sections. Staff at Inkerman, Theodore and Wandoan reported directly to Partridge,
as Commissioner.

The Commission’s new headquarters at College Road

Below: Theodore township in 1920s
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However, this structure was about to change. In 1929, the Labour Government
lost the State election and Conservative Arthur Moore was elected Premier. Partially
in response to complaints from Theodore settlers, the new Minister for Lands
requested a full investigation into the Irrigation and Water Supply Commission. The
Government planned to thoroughly overhaul and re-organise that branch of
Government activities.

20
 The Commission’s operations and expenditure were to be

considerably curtailed, its status was to be reduced and its land settlement and water
supply activities were to be co-ordinated with those of the Land Administration Board.
Partridge was castigated for his lack of understanding and respect for the work of
other Departments of the service.

21
 He was informed in August 1929 that his contract

would not be renewed and he agreed not to re-apply for the position, effectively
resigning.

22
 J Grant Thompson was appointed as Acting Commissioner during the

inquiry.

Under the Irrigation and Water Supply Amendment Act 1931, the Land
Administration Board effectively became the Commissioner of Irrigation and Water

Supply and the organisation became a Sub-Department of the Lands Department as of
15 February 1932. The Land Administration Board was responsible for water resources
from 1932 until 1946 when the separate office of Commissioner was reinstated.

The first task of the Land Administration Board
was to examine the continuing complaints and
situation in Theodore. A Royal Commission of Land
Administration Board officers William Payne and
Arthur Melville was conducted. The investigation was
completed in March 1933. Their report described
the scheme as the most expensive settlement project
in Queensland’s history. It was recommended that
Nathan Dam be abandoned for at least 25 years and
that the irrigation scheme be converted to a general
land settlement project. Partridge was blasted for
his sublime optimism and for failing to consult with
other government departments.

23

A new organisational structure was implemented with only four branches – Town
Water Supply, Stream Gauging, Artesian and Sub-Artesian Boring and Irrigation. Many
staff were retrenched and some were re-employed at reduced salaries. Any area
duplicating one in the Lands Department, such as accounts, was abolished. Some
staff survived the purge. Grant Thompson remained in charge until 1934 and moved
into Partridge’s former office.

24

Drilling at Nathan dam site
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The Chief Draftsman was WF Kearton. A World War I veteran, cartoonist and
natural artist, Billy Kearton began his career with the Commission as a clerk in the
Winton office. Head Office would receive reports from Winton on bores and Trusts.
Partridge, then Commissioner, asked who drew them up, as they were beautiful.
Charles Ogilvie reported it was the clerk and Partridge transferred Kearton to Head
Office. According to Stuart Robinson, Kearton insisted on beautiful printing: you
wouldn’t know it wasn’t typeset. He was a marvellous teacher. He really got right
alongside you and taught us well.

25

PC Tibbits is remembered by George Pearce for his very loud voice. He always
shouted on the phone. On one occasion Premier Forgan Smith, who worked in the
same building as the Commission, sent a messenger to enquire whom Tibbits was
shouting at. When told Tibbits was talking to St George, Forgan Smith replied, “Tell
him to use the phone.”

26

Charles Esmond Parkinson was appointed Engineer in Charge
of the Sub-Department of Irrigation and Water Supply in

1934. Parkinson, known since school as ‘Parkie’, joined the Civil
Engineer’s Branch of the Queensland Railway Department as a
Cadet Engineer on 14 August 1905. After his cadetship, he
graduated as a civil engineer and worked throughout Queensland,
on the line from Cloncurry to Dajarra and on the Kyogle line.

He did little to endear himself to Grant Thompson, who was
immediately removed from his office and put next door. The
Sub-Department expanded rapidly under Parkinson’s direction,
particularly in the areas of town water supply and sewerage
schemes. Walter Peak records that Mr Parkinson brought a lot of
ex-railway engineers and inspectors into the Department, many
in senior positions, but mostly they did not fit in and left. In the
meantime the old hands had to carry them.

27
 For example, in

1937 two ex-railway works inspectors had allowed construction
work on Augathella and Morven water supplies to get into a
real mess. Walter Peak recalls that he was sent out at two hours’
notice to take over, and spent a very cold time there until a new
inspector was found and trained.

28

Parkinson had a peculiar management style. He kept in close contact with all his
senior staff. Each morning Records Branch would select important mail and put it on
a clip board. At 10.00 a.m. Parkinson would summon all branch heads into his office
and divvy up the tasks.

29

Promotional brochure for the
Dawson Valley Irrigation Area
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Parkinson invented his own filing system, attributing a code to each job, such as
SURTHEODORE for a survey in Theodore.

30
 SURMACBROOK meant Surface Water

Investigations, MacIntyre Brook, CONDUNDER meant
Underground Water Investigations, Condamine, and
BURDSEEP referred to the recharge investigations in
the Burdekin Delta.

31
 Walter Peak wrote that Parkinson

changed all our systems and gave me a lot of extra
work. Peak’s wife Phyllis took over a lot of jobs such as
preparation of pay sheets, keeping quantities, driving
the old truck and assisting with surveys, all without pay.
She could handle ‘Parkie’ better than anyone else in
the department and made a great contribution to the
job.

32

The 1930s Depression retarded the work of the Sub-
Department. Activities were comparatively slack in all
branches of boring and stream gauging owing to scarcity
of government and private funds.

33
 Drought, followed

by flooding in the Theodore region, further impeded the
work. Some work was forthcoming through job creation
schemes such as the construction of a timber weir on
Dawson River to supplement the Theodore Storage.

With the Depression and the reorganisation behind
it, the Sub-Department could look to new projects. In
1934, the annual report declared at no period during the history of the Department
has there been such an extensive works programme in hand. This continued until the
outbreak of World War II. The Town Water Supply branch was busy investigating and
designing water and sewerage schemes throughout Queensland ranging in scale from
planning a water supply system in Wowan, augmenting Toowoomba and Townsville’s
supply schemes and designing sewerage systems for Rockhampton. This section of the
Sub-Department’s work was significant, involving 23 water supply and eight sewerage
schemes in 1936–37, which employed 839 men on construction work.

34

After the adoption of a Government Stock Route Watering Programme in 1935,
the Artesian and Sub-Artesian Branch were busy surveying and constructing bores,
tanks and windmills along the main trunk routes. To judge by mileage travelled, field
officers were busy, the nine officers travelling 117,817 miles between July 1935 and
June 1936.

35

Early drawings of Nathan Dam
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The Irrigation and Water Conservation Branch was fully occupied investigating
proposals from local authorities or agricultural groups. For the Isis District Canegrowers

Association, the branch investigated a proposal for a
storage dam, pumping station and pipelines. For
Barcaldine Shire it investigated irrigating a potential citrus
growing area, in Callide Valley a cotton irrigation scheme
was assessed and in Mareeba–Dimbulah a report was
compiled on irrigating tobacco. The branch benefited
from a sharing of knowledge with their New South Wales
counterparts at regular conferences introduced in 1936.
While continuing regular measuring and maintenance
of existing gauges, the Department installed new gauges
in the 1930s, largely in response to potential
development. Gauges were established on the Stone
River and the Walsh River to investigate the demand for
irrigation from the Mareeba–Dimbulah tobacco growers.
Gauges on the Tully, Herbert and Barron rivers were used
to assess the possibility of hydro-electricity.

Finding labour for these projects proved no difficulty.
Walter Peak records there was tremendous competition
for work and a dozen or so out-of-work men were
always waiting round . . . in the hope that they might
pick up a job. However, equipment was primitive in the

extreme, especially on the reservoirs and the contractors had no experience. I virtually
became part of the team and we all learned a great deal. Fitness for physical work
was a problem. Walter further recalled when he was working at Julia Creek and McKinlay
apart from a few plant operators, the men on this
job hadn’t worked for years and had eaten few good
meals yet they worked as hard as their physical
condition and soft hands would permit. However,
he continued, though they wasted wages on drink
and were generally tough characters, they formed
a team I was proud of.

36

Now more financially sound, the Sub-
Department set about restoring the cuts in wages
introduced during the Depression. Each pay staff
received increments of 11%, which might amount
to threepence or sixpence a week.

37 Early boring inspectors. The vehicle and dress are
typical of the early 20th century

drafted by Billy Kearton
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By the mid-1930s the Sub-Department had expanded into new regions. There
were now three engineers in Winton – two Smiths and George Brown. There was an
office at Boulia, run by Percy Oliver ‘Paddy’ (or ‘Olly’) Carr.

38
 He was boring inspector

at Boulia. On one occasion he became sick of Boulia and resigned. He took up
farming at the north coast but this didn’t last long. He soon turned up at Boulia and
got his job back. After World War II, Paddy Carr worked in Longreach. There were
other offices at Theodore and St George. These were the centres where the action
was.

39

The abundance of work required the appointment of new recruits, among them
George Pearce and Stuart Robinson. George Pearce started in June 1935, Stuart in
November the following year. Gaining employment was an uncomplicated process

in those days. George Pearce simply went to the Public Service
Commissioner’s office to get a job. There he saw Doug Fraser, the
Staff Clerk (later Commissioner of the Public Service). As George
had completed technical drawing at school in NSW, a subject which
was not available in Queensland, Fraser rang up the Chief
Draftsman, Billy Kearton, who gave him a job. George recalls,
although I couldn’t get a job in Sydney I was offered two in
Brisbane.

40

The pay was poor, the top salary as a clerk at that time was
£300 per annum and after 12 years of progression the top
draftsman received £400 per year. A slow progression up the ranks
was inevitable – you couldn’t jump, you had to move up the
ranks.

41
 The Ipswich City Council offered George Pearce four times

his government salary, so he left. He was enticed back by Parkinson,
who rang him and offered him a job, as he was building up the
Department. Pearce, wanting experience in engineering, was sent
to Cooby Creek.

Stuart Robinson went to the Boring Branch. An Act was introduced in 1933–35,
largely because of a belief that the State was going to run out of artesian water in
20 years, whereby all bores in the artesian basin in Queensland had to be registered,
According to Robinson we all believed this, including Parkinson. The diminution rate
of flow at that stage was 3% a year. The Government decided to register bores so as to
have some control over the use of water. There was no registration fee. Landholders
were obliged to notify the Department of the bore location and Stuart Robinson would
record them on maps (these became bore blocks eventually). Each bore was given a
registered number and by 1937, when Stuart Robinson left the section, there were

Bore data on numbers and flowrates
from the mid-1940s



Chapter   Two

29

A  P A R T R I D G E  A N D  O T H E R  G A M E  B I R D S

1,835 registered bores (free-flowing artesian bores, not sub-artesian which needed
pumping) in Queensland. Bores beyond the artesian basin were not required to be
registered.

The Boring section was more concerned with stock route work and water
conservation. It was also concerned with the management of Water Trusts. These
developed where bores were put down and their drains ran through several properties.
Each property contributed to the interest and redemption charges on the bore and
drains and to maintenance in proportion to the area benefited. Many areas were
managed by the Department. The largest of these Trust Bores was Yanco No. 1 Trust
Bore, which flowed 1 million gallons a day and served 127 miles of bore drains. There
were at least 32 of these bore drains.

42

All the bore information had to be entered into big leather-
bound volumes. This process was rigorously monitored by
Parkinson, a fact ruefully discovered by Stuart Robinson. Each day
Parkinson asked him have you finished Mr Robinson? (You were
called ‘Mr’ even if you were the most junior officer in the place. If
he called me Robbie all was OK but if Parkinson called me
Robinson or Mr Robinson everything was wrong). Stuart Robinson
remembers he took his work to Parkinson one day but received no
comment. Two days later Stuart was called in and asked if the
information was correct. Stuart assured him it was. As Stuart
remembers I had added up the total flows over several years. Well,
he did spot checks, of course. After four spot checks he came to a
page where I added up incorrectly. He said, “You are the newest
person in this place and I am only as strong as the information
you feed me. You are the weak link and the chain has been broken.
I don’t think we can keep you on because you are unreliable.”

I was most upset and PC Tibbits asked what was wrong. “I took those things into
Mr Parkinson the other day and I made an error. He’s told me to finish.” Tibbits was
about 5’2” or 5’3” and he said, “I’ll have a word with that so and so.” He came out
and told me everything was OK and there were no problems. Two or three days later
Mr Parkinson walks past and taps me on the shoulder and says, “That matter the
other day, old man, everything is forgotten. It’s all OK.”

43

As George Pearce remarked when hearing this story – that was the great thing
about ‘Parkie’. He’d always tell you straight to your face. Not gently, though.

44

Parkinson set extremely high standards for himself and his staff and would loudly
castigate and violently reprimand any officer who was lagging on any project. He had

Barcaldine Bore
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a temper and was more than capable of shouting abuse. Perhaps this stemmed from
his international football career with the Wallabies. George Pearce remembers one
day he marched into the office and blew everyone up.

Parkinson used to keep an eye on his staff. Hydrographer Harold Scholz, who
occasionally worked in the old Executive Building, Room 13, when he could not be
in the field, which he preferred, remembers that the door would be ajar and Parkinson
would stand for a few minutes peering through the crack to check who was working.
Everyone was, as his shadow could be seen. Apparently, in his railway days, he used
to follow the railway gangs up the line to check on them.

Parkinson was, however, a man of contradictions which confused his staff. Stuart
Robinson lived on the same Clayfield tram route as Parkinson and occasionally they’d
meet on the tram. If there was room, Parkinson would ask Robinson to sit beside
him. Arriving at work, Parkinson would say, “Put your lunch away old man and
come in.”  They’d draw up the artesian bore forms. He’d tell Stuart how big to make
margins. One morning Parkinson was shaving in cold water, periodically poking his
head around the corner of a little cubicle to deliver directions to Robinson. Robinson
recalls I tried to tell him that the information wouldn’t fit on the sheet. He went real
crook. “Why didn’t you tell me?” “I did, but you were shaving.”

Another morning I got on the tram on a cold day and he was sitting there in the
open part with his overcoat on, collar turned up and I was heading for the closed
part. I sat with him and he gave me a handful of peanuts. I learned and if I saw him
at the stop I would walk slower or go to another stop.

45

Parkinson’s limited technical knowledge was a source of amusement for the staff.
Harold Scholz recounts that Doug Smith was up at Warrill Creek taking measurements.
Parkinson didn’t have much to do and appeared at Warrill Creek with his chauffeur
and his old car. Parkinson watched Smith, talked for a while and then he said,
“What’s that big lagoon over there?” Doug said, “Oh, that’s Mungbilla Lagoon.”
“Have we assessed how much there is in there?” “No,” said Doug, “as far as I know
we haven’t.” “Well,” he said, “before you go back, you’d better go and check how
many cusecs there are in that, and let me know when you get back to Head Office.”
(A cusec – one cubic foot per second – is a unit of flow, not of volume.) Mungbilla
was a still water lagoon. Whether he was having a go at Doug or not, Harold Scholz
doesn’t know.

46

The Sub-Department was small. Aubrey Sharp was second in command – a young
bloke, and very quiet. Quite the opposite of Parkinson, who was noisy and bombastic.
Sharp never said very much at all. The two worked well together because they were
opposites. Parkinson said when Sharp left to head up Town Water Supplies in the
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Department of Local Government that he had made the biggest mistake of his life in
his judgement of him. He originally wondered about his deputy, who never said
anything, but after a few years he realised he was the best deputy he could have
had.

47
 Aubrey Sharp had a good World War

I record and played the organ at the
Ashgrove Presbyterian Church. He was a
first cousin of draftsman, Alan McConville,
both of whom came from Melbourne.

When the Stanley River Water Board was
being set up, Engineer BE Shaw was
transferred from the Department of
Irrigation and Water Supply. He was very
experienced in water works of various
kinds including designing and constructing
weirs at Orange Creek on the Dawson River
and at Bingera on the Burnett.

48

The staff clerk was Archibald Percival St
John, who replaced Stan Rolls. John Lavery,
Rhodes Scholar and Master of Engineering
from Oxford University, was employed as a
draftsman and engineer, to join other
young engineers, Walter Peak and Harry
Hiley. Harry Hiley, mechanical and electrical
engineer, was appointed Assistant Engineer
(Irrigation) in September 1933 to the
Irrigation and Water Supply Commission
and was engaged on irrigation work such
as Callide Valley and Inkerman Area.

Quantity surveyor, JC Trotter, was in
charge of estimates. He later became head
of construction. Robinson recalls he was
bossy –  there was no messing around
with JC. He was only called JC, never Mr
Trotter. Johnno Santo was head of
accounting. He was a decent old stick, a complete gentlemen.

49
 Ronnie Oxenham

was in charge of Records. He was a spin bowler for Queensland for years. RJ Boyd,
President of the Institution of Engineers Australia, worked for the organisation for

Promotional ‘Water is Magic’ card 1950s
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five years, during which time he designed Cooby Creek Dam. He was very, very quiet.
Stuart Robinson called him ‘Creeping Jesus’. You’d sense something and he would

be standing over your shoulder.
50

The stream gauging section was headed by W
Conroy. A popular tale, and a source of amazement
to impoverished junior staff at the time, was one
told by Charlie McCart, a clerk with Licensing and
Water. Conroy once sent a suit to Lowe’s
Drycleaners and in the pocket were three
unopened pay packets.

51
.

Len Ezzy was one of the best stream gaugers.
52

He served as a young officer in World War I and
was an expert at bomb disposal. It was this same
care and cautiousness that he brought to his work
as a hydrographer. You couldn’t rush him.

53
 More

tales of Len Ezzy are recounted in Chapter 5.

Charlie Ogilvie was a legendary figure in the
Commission by the 1930s. Appointed in 1913 as a

hydraulic surveyor, he later graduated in electrical engineering. After serving in World
War I as a musician, he joined the Commission. The mathematics of ground water
was a relatively new discipline in the 1930s, previous analysis having been based on
heat and electricity flow. Charlie Ogilvie was an early pioneer who took charge of the
mathematical side of the analysis of the Great Artesian Basin.

54

Ogilvie had an air-conditioned vehicle – a bicycle – and he went round Queensland
with a weir board and pressure gauges on his back. He also travelled great distances
by car. He measured flows and analysed the tests using the new equations. His results
have stood the test of time, even with today’s superior measuring equipment.

55
 His

technical skills as an electrical engineer, geologist and civil engineer were well regarded
by his peers. He designed Rifle Creek Dam at Mt Isa, a reinforced arch dam, which
has survived intact.

Ogilvie was dedicated to his work and seemingly thought little of physical exertion.
One day he was going from Cunnamulla to Charleville. He had done a test at Eulo
and he wasn’t happy with it so he decided to test it again – 60 kilometres each way on
a push bike, but this is the sort of thing he did.

56

Ogilvie was always out in western Queensland, sometimes taking the Buick which
Parkinson used to drive. During World War II he was unable to buy petrol, so he

Somerset Dam
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attached a charcoal gas producer to the back of the Buick, earning the nickname
‘Charcoal Charlie’.

57
 In the latter part of the war, Ogie was an adviser to the Allied

Forces in the Pacific in regard to locating water supplies at beach-head landing sites
– usually at shallow depth behind the frontal dunes.

58

Another time Ogilvie was missing in action in the Buick. PC Tibbits hadn’t heard
from him in six weeks and the office was worried. No stations had seen him. There
was a flood down Cooper Creek and he was trapped on the other side. He couldn’t
get back so he drove to Adelaide. He shipped the car back to Brisbane and got into
more trouble. He was always in trouble because he was a free soul. Having been a
bugler in World War I, he used to make bugle noises which echoed along the
passageway.

59

Parkinson was always abusing Ogilvie but it was water off a duck’s back. The two
never got on and were often publicly antagonistic. On one occasion at a meeting of
the Balonne Shire Council in St George, Parkinson strongly disagreed with a letter
written by Ogilvie from Head Office on behalf of the Commission. In it, Ogilvie
admitted some responsibility for the partial failure of the Keebrah Tank. Parkinson
tore up the letter and threw it in the bin. When Parkinson left the meeting, the letter
was retrieved and pasted together. All this was reported in the newspaper by the
reporter who was a regular attendee at Council meetings.

60

Ogilvie was constantly at odds with the bureaucracy. Perhaps anti-authoritarian,
or simply a round peg, he is one of the few people within the organisation to
have been demoted. George Pearce believes the reason for his downfall is that
Ogilvie designed the Mt Isa dam for Mt Isa Mines without the Commission’s
knowledge, while he was District Engineer in Winton. He was transferred to St
George but remained in Head Office, creating an office on the Executive Building
verandah.

In a report on his alleged negligent behaviour, the Acting Public Service Inspector
declared Ogilvie’s trouble was that he appears to be unable to resist the temptation
to regard himself as free from all control ... and he forgets that his first duty is to
obey instructions sent to him or else to point out in respectful terms that it is
impracticable, or inadvisable to do so, if such be the case.

61

As with all people, there was a private side to Ogilvie. A superb pianist, he carried
sheet music with him and was welcome in any grazier’s home where he would stay
the night and entertain them. Many times the graziers would come to the pub because
they would know Charlie was there because they would hear the music and see his
bike out the front and he was always welcome. Ogilvie adopted five children and
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was marvellous with them, often taking them camping.
62

 He was generous and kind
to the young cadets. As cadets received only half the travel allowance, Ogilvie would
pay George Pearce’s expenses, such as hotel bills and meals, and then he’d claim on
it. He was a decent type. Ogilvie is remembered as brilliant, ahead of his time, but
unreliable.

63

However, no man worked in isolation and Ogilvie was dependent on the work of
others to achieve his results. In particular, Ogilvie’s work on the hydrological/
mathematical side was complemented by the work of Professor FW Whitehouse.
‘Freddie’, a Geologist with the University of Queensland, produced magnificent cross-
sections on which Ogilvie could base his work. Col Hazel concedes they are not
perfect, we are finding out more and more as time goes on, but they were very, very
good and the determination of the different aquifers in the recharge areas and the
outcrop areas was very good.

64

Ogilvie and Whitehouse’s work relied heavily on the topographical information
at the ground level of the bore. The relativity between bores had to be established
and this brought about a programme to locate each bore and establish its elevation
where the tests were done. In the early 1930s this hydraulic survey work required a

Bore testing in western Queensland in 1930s. This may be FJ Calvert.
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lot of physical effort under adverse circumstances.
65

 But it was vital work as it enabled
the contours to be drawn and allowed the ground water staff to determine the
magnitude and direction of the flow.

66

Another character was Wally Stevenson. Wally had moved to Mitchell because of
better work opportunities but later moved his family to St George where he
commenced employment with IWSC on l July 1917. He commenced work at
Chippeway Bore, which is 3 miles southwest of Bollon. His wage was 16/8 per day
with the classification of Second Driller. When he was promoted to Head Driller on
2 December 1918 his wages increased to £1/2/6 per day. Many drillers travelled alone,
but Wally took his wife, Annie, and their first two children with him on long jobs and
they lived in rough huts or tents. As the family grew, they became less nomadic.

His duties were physically demanding and time consuming. The drilling plant or
rig weighed about 30 tons, with a roll of wire rope often weighing 2 tons. A plant
could take months to set up and dismantle and a bore could take anywhere from 12
to 18 months to complete. A plant could require as many as three bullocks and two
horse teams to relocate from one site to the next. The work could be dangerous, the
water temperature at the bore head as high as 140° F.

Like other contractors before him, Wally was rewarded with permanent
employment status as a Boring Inspector with the Commission on 1 December 1925.
The new status of Inspector of Boring, St George, as of 1 May 1930, gave him an
annual salary of £425 or £8/3/6 per week and the use of a utility for work purposes.
Wally had a wealth of knowledge and was very highly respected by all who worked
with him, so much so that when he came to retire on 26 September 1952, aged 65
years, the Commission was loath to lose a man of his calibre. This reluctance was
evident as his retirement was postponed by Executive Council Minute no fewer than
ten times until he eventually retired on 30 June 1957.

In 1941, the Department of Local Government was created, which assumed
responsibility for town water supply, sewerage and drainage works. This branch which
only the year before had undertaken 18 water supply schemes, 14 sewerage schemes
and employed an average of 2,232 men, left the Sub-Department.

67
 Walter Peak was

transferred, as was AF Sharp who became its Chief Engineer.

With the outbreak of World War II, the Department became involved in providing
water supply and sewerage services to meet the needs of the armed forces, either by
building new schemes or augmenting existing ones.

68
  For example, three sub-artesian

bores and a water gallery were constructed for the Allied Works Council. A weir was
built on Lockyer Creek for the Allied Hospital Water Supply and irrigators. Work was
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impeded, however, as many Commission men joined up. For example Harry Hiley
served with the Civil Constructional Corps (CCC), which was a subsidiary of the
Allied Works Council (AWC). Construction projects were also delayed by material
shortages.

Parkinson remained Engineer-in-Charge of the Sub-Department until the Irrigation
and Water Supply Commission Act 1946 was passed. The Irrigation and Water Supply
Commission was recreated as a separate entity on 1 August 1947. A new chapter
began.




