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8
A Constructive Approach

The most obvious signs of the activities of the
Commission – its footprints upon the landscape – are
the structures it has created.  Those employees fortunate
enough to have worked in the area of construction have
demonstrable reasons to be proud and something to
show their grandchildren.

At the time of the formation of the new Irrigation and Water Supply Commission,
 government policy favoured the construction of small projects, as this allowed

the available resources of water and funds to be more evenly distributed around the
State. This policy resulted in the construction of a large number of weirs in areas
such as the Border streams, the Dawson Valley and the Atherton Tableland. In
accordance with construction practice of the day, many of these weirs were timber.
In due course this led to the paradoxical situation of a water storage (Moura Weir)
being severely damaged by fire!

In those immediate post-war days, only fairly rudimentary equipment was available
so that structures were literally hand-built by day labour provided by itinerant workers.
Much of it was overseen by Works Supervisors such as Frank Lennon, with engineering
supervision a mixture between resident staff or occasional direction from visiting
engineers.

Young, inexperienced engineers could find themselves in awkward supervisory
situations. Bernie Credlin, as Engineer-in-Charge of Mulgeldie

1
 Weir, had to take on

the roles of timekeeper, works clerk and paymaster as well. In fact he had to pay the
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Moura Weir under construction 1946

wages out of his own pocket and then be
reimbursed from Head Office – less payroll tax! By
the time he had moved to Grevillea (near Thangool)
he had been entrusted with a cheque book. On
one memorable occasion, he withdrew the pays
from the bank and after an essential rehydration
on a hot day, set off for camp in company with his
policeman escort. He suddenly became aware that
neither he nor the policeman had the bank bag
and with a sinking feeling retraced his steps. There
it was, untouched on the bar where he had left it.

2

Oh, the good old days when men were honest!

It could be a steep learning curve. Tom Fenwick says that as project engineer you
were thrown in it and were responsible for the whole shebang. If anything was
happening you were expected to ‘do something’.

3
 At Wuruma Dam, Tom learnt all

there was to know about making concrete, placing concrete, form work, how to
sack and employ people, how to manage employees who wanted to muck up on the
weekend, even threaten people with rifles – and you were the only bloke in camp to
do something about it.

4
 Alan Wickham was involved in all the nitty gritty right

down to approving leave forms.
5
 There was a certain level of respect for the position,

so you could intervene if you were Project Engineer or Deputy Project Engineer.
6

Project Engineers had to be firm. Norm Rossi believes the contractors at Callide
thought he was a bastard, but, he says, I reckon I was a fair bastard.

7

Denis Gilbard believes a lot of responsibility was thrown at people who weren’t
used to having it and they ran with it, rising to the occasion. As a young draftsman
he was at Coolmunda camp one Christmas when a storm blew the power out. There
was nobody there more senior than he, and he had been there only 18 months at the
most. It became his job to restore power and water to the people in the camp when
the water pumps fused. He had trouble finding the electricity people because they
were all on holidays. But we just got on and did all these things.

8
 Unlike Head

Office where there was a support staff, on construction it was your responsibility.
9

By the middle of the 1950s, the Labour government decided to embark on the
construction of a major dam to support an ambitious irrigation scheme on the Atherton
Tableland, principally for the production of tobacco. This was the first of the major
dams constructed during the boom decades of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. The
diagram on page 184 shows the increases in storage capacity in dams achieved by the
Commission during its life. The structures and some of their attributes are listed in
the Appendix.
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Initially the dams were constructed by day labour
with the Commission engaging a work-force and

providing all the supervision. According to Roy
Maxted, the day labour jobs were great. We always
reckoned we could do the job better and more
cheaply but that was not the policy. We had
tremendous mateship and all looked out for
everyone else. In the contract days, we lost that
sense of mateship.

10
 Phil Miller commented when

the Commission moved from a day labour
workforce to having the work done by contractors,
it was interesting to note how staff reacted. First
of all we said that contractors couldn’t do the
work the same as we could but when we started writing the contract specifications,
all of a sudden the standard of construction we expected was a far higher standard
than we were achieving ourselves. For example, when we were laying pipes we
never compacted the backfill around the pipes, but once we started getting
contractors in, we wanted the backfill compacted to approximately 200 millimetres
above the pipe.

11

The quality of construction was largely due to the quality of the Works Supervisors,
who were legendary in the organisation and most of whom were trained in-house.

12

Many of those old Supervisors were hard men who laid down the law. No one
would have questioned their decisions.

13
 Keeping Works Supervisors was difficult,

particularly in mining areas where they could get higher rates of pay elsewhere.
14

There is a great deal of disputation over the relative merits of the Works Supervisors.
Malcolm Pegg’s nomination for the best of all is Jim Prosser. Born in Wales, he came
to Australia as a youngster. He left school at 14 and went to work in the Collie coal
mines in Western Australia. He joined the RAAF in the war and ended up as a Flight
Sergeant and worked in the construction area. After the war, he started to travel
round Australia. He reached Mundubbera in 1948 and got himself a job as carpenter/
formsetter on Jones Weir. At the end of the first week he complained to the supervisor
that he had no one he could work with. He claimed he could pick a drunk off the
street who’d work better. So he went off and came back with Bob Kimber, who was
not remotely a drunk but certainly proved a superior worker. Both Jim and Bob left
that job as Foremen – Jim to the Burdekin and Bob to other weirs. Both rapidly rose
to Works Supervisor.

15

Mulgeldie Weir under construction 1952
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Jim was reputed to have three gangs at the one time in the Burdekin – one coming,
one moving and one going. Alan Taylor took a top gang comprising the best to
Moogerah – and left as many good ones behind. A process of continual winnowing
across jobs led to the retention of only good quality staff. A gang of 12 formsetters in
Mareeba included eight leading hands and three others were worthy of that rank.

16

Other excellent Works Supervisors included Bill Catling, who, three days after
being appointed, sacked his father! Bill went on to the Burdekin, the Callide and
round the field and ended up as a Senior Works Supervisor. Des Fogarty left school
at 14, went well-sinking around Longreach, joined the Commission at Selma Weir,
went to the Border Rivers and Mareeba and ended up as Senior Works Supervisor.

17

Many people, including Bill Souter, speak highly of the ability of Bob Kimber.
One time, said Bill, I was told to do a pipe design and by the time I got down to the
Burdekin to show it to Kimber, he’d already built it.

18

Malcolm Pegg believes that most of these left school at 14 and learned on the job.
Most had the ability, if they had gone on at school, to achieve much more. About
80– 90% of engineering is applied common sense. So many of these men could have
been excellent engineers given the opportunity.

19

Ian Ferrier was privileged to work at Maroon Dam with Charlie Paolucci, who
was an icon. He was always immaculately turned out no matter how hot it was or
whether westerlies were whistling down the valley. He lived in the single staff
barracks while his wife and children were in Brisbane. He managed the intricate
forms for the buried valve house and transition structures and formed a formidable
team with Theo Ledwy and the other formsetters. Charlie always enjoyed taking
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the mickey out of greenhorn engineers, but was an excellent mentor. But for anyone
who committed an unpardonable error, it was not unknown for Charlie to rip off
his hard hat, smack it on to the ground and jump up and down on it while ranting
and raving at the miscreant’s deeds (but without a single obscenity to be heard).
And it was all over in 10 minutes.

20

Many stories involve the inimitable ‘Honk’ Morrison who, despite reports to the
contrary, was able to string two words together without one of them having only four
(or, more likely, seven) letters. His driving ability was frightening, as he always started
the car in second gear and was oblivious of other traffic. Denis Gilbard recalls being
driven by ‘Honk’ in St George. ‘Honk’ was telling a story and when they came to the
crossroads didn’t quite stop at the stop sign and drove halfway out into the
intersection where he stopped until he’d finished the story.

21

Phil Sternes and Les Warren visited ‘Honk’ at Clare
Weir. ‘Honk’ had built an access bridge. You had never
seen anything like it in your life. It was the greatest
mismatch of bits of logs roped together and old
concrete pipe. ‘Honk’ proudly announced, “That’s
an RD ‘Honk’ Morrison Bridge.” That was the way
he worked. Rough as guts. But he was amazing.

22

Another day Phil Sternes was driving with
‘Honk’ when they saw the carpenter, Johnny
Matthews, a pretty nervous sort of a character
working in the channel. ‘Honk’ said “Get a load of
this bloke. You just watch what happens when we
pull up.” So we pulled up on the wrong side of the
road and ‘Honk’ yelled out, “What the ____ do you think you are doing?” All ‘Honk’
was trying to do was a get a rise out of him but Johnny disintegrated in a screaming
heap. ‘Honk’ got the reaction, but it was more than he expected and he didn’t have
an answer to it.

23

‘Honk’ taught Daryl Brigden about soil testing from a contractor’s point of view.
I kept getting these funny results. ‘Honk’ let him into a secret about two days later.
“You’ve learnt your first lesson, son. Every time I told you to look at something I
dropped another bloody rock in your bucket, you fool. That’s why it was heavy.”

24

The administration of construction jobs also relied very heavily on the quality
administrative staff who faithfully moved from job to job and were universally

known – sometimes as characters, but always as reliable assets.
25

 Trevor Tuesley
recalls being told at a Construction Branch conference in the early 1980s “to get any

Clare Weir
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idea of buying computers out of our heads”. But he also recalls we had our human
computers on the projects in the form of cost clerks. It often amazed me the way the
cost clerks 

26
could rattle off the Construction Branch Costing Codes on request.

27

The workmen were less ubiquitous. In fact, there was a constant turnover of labour
– often immediately before a visit from the police in search of men of interest to

the long arm of the law.
28

 At Wuruma Dam there were 300 people working three
shifts. Every now and again the police would come through and clean out half a
dozen people. You’d just get a knock on the door, and the local sergeant would say,
“We’ve taken so-and-so and so-and-so.” “Good-oh.”

29

Bob Hastie, the catering contractor at Wuruma, complained that he fed the wages
staff the first fortnight; the second fortnight he got paid; and the third fortnight they
blew through, having received their pay on the Friday night. There were guys walking
round with sugar bags. There were employees who couldn’t spell their own name. If

they signed for their pay they’d still be making a
cross. A few others wouldn’t give their names when
you came round on the pay cart – they were
usually running away from something.

30

Nevertheless, the commitment to the work
shown by the wages employees was often considered
remarkable. At St George many of the wages guys
were making a better contribution than the salaried
guys. They were in the heat and dust and dirt.
Beardmore was mostly day labour. The shiny bums
in the office had it pretty easy by comparison.

31

In the late 1940s, it was impossible to get any
decent labour. When a man approached Goondiwindi District Engineer Alan Wickham
looking for work, he’d work out how long it would take him to get sober and give
him a rail pass to get him to Whetstone. He’d last till he saw his first pay and then
have 10 days off and blow the lot and never be seen again.

32

Appointments could also be easily obtained. When a job at Callide Dam was
advertised, John Moreton applied and was appointed by letter. He asked for an
interview which was held appropriately in the Cecil Hotel.

33
 In 1969, Phil Sternes

was sent to see John Moreton at Beardmore Dam to ask for a job. ‘The Trump’ came
out of the office in his riding boots with the elastic all split and missing down the
side and said “start tomorrow morning”. At 7.30 a.m. Phil was allocated to a gang
with Bill Snedden.

34

Married quarters at Wuruma Dam 1967
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Day labour teams provided employment opportunities for many men such as
migrants who otherwise would have experienced great difficulties. One such employee
was Stan Politanski, who came to Australia in 1949 and joined the Commission in Ayr
in 1952. Bernie Credlin and Don Redmond offered him a new job in Millaroo as an
offsider for a bulldozer driver, Frank Wolski, clearing for the channel alignment.

35

Stan is very grateful to the Commission for giving him an opportunity and never felt
any discrimination.

36
 Gavin Graham went to night school to learn Italian so that he

could talk to the staff.
37

In due course, the day labour gangs were replaced by contractors and their hired
workforce. This meant that the Commission’s project management teams experienced
a marked reduction in man-management problems with the workforce. Instead, they
could occupy themselves with disputes over contractual matters with much more
experienced and sophisticated operators.

The vast majority of projects have utilised construction villages to house the work
force, although tents were still used on some jobs into the late 1950s.

Accommodation has been provided for single (wages) men, married men, single
(salaried) staff and married staff.

Some of the salubrious living conditions of the 1950s are evident in photographs,
while the award living conditions of 1976 were set out in the standard of the day.

The standard of accommodation has increased with status and with time. Many
of the huts were ex-army huts or made by Armco with steel frames and masonite
sheeting. They had slits down the members and the masonite was held on by nails
driven through the slits. There were no internal doors, just partitions. They were 12
feet wide so they had two four foot partitions and a four foot opening. Out the back
they had a galvanised iron lean-to and that was the bathroom and the laundry. The

Single quarters at Bonshaw Weir 1956 Married quarters at Bonshaw Weir 1949
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laundry was open, but the bathroom had a door on it. Resourcefulness was needed as
only cold showers were available. The men built heaters called choofers, a piece of
pipe like a water jacket with a chimney up through the centre and top with a jam or fish
tin underneath. Diesel fuel would be lit in the tin and the flame would shoot up the
chimney and it would suck the flame in and fluctuate. You would adjust the tap so
that the amount of water flowing through was the amount you needed to get the right
temperature.

38
 Some of the choofers were made in the workshop but many were

made on site where there were many who could turn their hand to anything.
39

  Denis
Gilbard found himself a galvanised iron bath and put a chip heater in. He later found
a slow combustion stove. The general workforce of the day labour at the camps had a
concrete tub and a copper for laundry and that continued through until the 1970s.

40

In the 1960s, the huts were 32 footers, 40 footers or 48 footers and depending on
where you sat in the class scale of things, you actually had a hut size to suit your
status in the community. All the staff blokes went into the 48 footers whether they
had big families or not and for someone like Kev Kennedy who had about six kids,
they had to put an addition on. If you went down the bottom where the normal
labourers were, they had 32 or 40 footers – they mixed them up.

41

Most accommodation was prefabricated,
transportable buildings. Some people exerted a
great deal of effort to transform them into more
comfortable dwellings through the addition of lean-
tos and the establishment of gardens.

42
 Even so,

the huts were rough with no lining. If you were
only in married men’s quarters, rather than
married staff quarters, you didn’t even have a
sink. They were really primitive.

43
 But there wasn’t

much better around; Main Roads camps were
similar. Newly-wed Margaret Hoskins had no idea
of what life at Bedford Weir, Blackwater, would be
like. Driving over the Boyne River past a Main Roads

camp, her husband Ian indicated “Look, that’s what we’ll be living in.”  Margaret
said, “Like hell we will!” Four months later she was!

44

Over the years, the standard of accommodation improved from tents to simple
huts to more elaborate constructions. The senior staff had actual houses, many of
which remained on site for storage supervisors or for sale to tourist operators and
the like.

Married quarters at Gooburrum camp 1970s



Chapter   Eight

189

A   C O N S T R U C T I V E   A P P R O A C H

Ken Kennedy was posted to Buckinbah where there was no married accommodation,
but they were building a caravan park. In those days, they just put up a square block
with a partition across to give four laundries and four showers. My Dad was a builder,
and he had a shed full of gear, so the first thing I did was commandeer a bath tub, get
a couple of 44 gallon drums, put one up on the roof, and make a donkey for the hot
water. I was the only one in the caravan park who had hot water, and of course knowing
we had this bath, the women used to line up. They’d be there from 3.00 o’clock in the
afternoon, just to get in and have a soak in the hot tub. This donkey was that efficient
that usually by about 11.00 o’clock at night it would have boiled back up to the top 44
gallon drum, and the noise of the overflow onto the roof would wake you up. I’d have
to go out, turn the tap on over the washing machine, and let the hot water run off. By
this time, the fire would have been gone completely, but the hot water was still there.

45

In many camps, the equipment, and sometimes the staff, were simply packed up and
moved to the next construction site. For example, just about everyone was transferred from
Glenlyon to Wivenhoe. So there was a convoy of removal vans moving goods and a convoy
of semi-trailers moving the empty houses so that people could move back into them.

46

Moving was not always simple. One of the biggest disadvantages with construction
was that almost invariably when you were transferred your furniture went by rail,
and it was a nightmare. When Ken Kennedy was transferred to Clare he arranged with
his friend, the stationmaster at Stanthorpe, that his furniture would be well packed in
two of the State’s six padded carriages. The family had two weeks in a Sarina hotel
waiting for the prefabs to be erected. They arrived at Clare Weir without furniture which
eventually arrived on an open five ton truck. There was a fellow about 17 driving it, and
he’s got an off-sider about 12 , and most of the gear they couldn’t lift, so they just end-
for-ended it out of the railway wagon onto the truck. There on the back of the truck was
the family luxury – the colour television – on its end. Its legs were broken and the tube
dislodged. The back was out of every wardrobe. Wages might have been $60 or $70 a
week, and Ken Kennedy had just on $2,000 worth of damage, which was to him an
absolute fortune in those days. So despite the best intentions and the best plans – we’d
done everything right at the other end – it fell down at this end.

47
 Ken Kennedy was

lucky. He experienced only five transfers in 20 years whereas Murray Johnston had five in
three years and Ian Hoskins had four or five in two and a half years.

48

While married men were expected to cater for themselves (or more accurately
to be catered for by their own arrangements), messing facilities were provided

for the single men and staff, usually through the awarding of a contract. At one stage,
Bob Hastie was successful in tendering for most of the mess contracts. He ran the
mess at Glebe Weir, Maroon Dam and Monduran Dam all at the same time. He made
the round trip every week (his wife lived at Maroon) to bring the provisions.

49
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The standard of food was variable,
but generally pretty good. Occasionally
caterers ventured beyond the ‘meat and
three veg’ standard menu, although their
efforts were not always appreciated.

In addition to messing arrangements,
camps mostly had canteen facilities
although the occasional camp was ‘dry’.
The earlier camps segregated the men
from the staff. At Leslie Dam, for example,
the men’s bar and staff bar were in
adjacent but separate rooms and mixing
was discouraged. One engineering
student on vacation experience was
conscious that his accompanying his
surveyor supervisor into the men’s bar
for a beer on a hot summer’s afternoon

did not meet with the approval of the Project Engineer. It was, however, not clear
whether it was the social gaffe or the illegality (legal drinking age was 21) which
caused the greater raising of the eyebrows!

50

At Coolmunda Dam, the wall separating the bars was replaced by a white line on
the floor. Staff could cross it, but the men were discouraged from reciprocal traffic
movement.

51
 Wivenhoe was the first camp that allowed women into the canteen.

Until then, women had not been allowed into any canteen under any circumstances,
probably not even to serve. The change meant women’s toilets had to be installed.
There was also a staff bar and a workers bar at Wivenhoe.

52

In an attempt to control drinking and improve family life, the bars would at times
close. At many camps the canteen would open at 4.30 p.m. as work finished and
then it would close about 6.30 p.m. and then open at 7.30 p.m. The whole idea was
to make the men go home and have tea, but sometimes they’d just sit out on the
lawn and wait until it opened and then come back in.

53
 The single blokes would go

to the canteen because they had nothing else to do.
54

The canteen at the Burdekin virtually never closed. The hour closing between 6
p.m. and 7 p.m. had been abandoned. And there was another session for the night
shift. It was sometimes difficult to prevent those who had been thrown out at 10
p.m. from turning up again for the next session. At one stage the turnover at the
Burdekin was more than any hotel in Townsville.

55

Specification of mess facilities in construction standards 1976
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Drinking was naturally a major out-of-hours activity. It was not, however, the sole
occupation. Sport was very important to many residents of construction camps at a
social and competitive level with teams entering local competitions in cricket, football
and anything else that was going.

Many single workers became dependent on the Commission, it became their
family as well as a way of life. When you lived in camps there was a mess and

there was a boozer and there was a shop. Basically all you had to do was go to work
and wash your clothes. It was almost institutionalised. Even the entertainment. They
would hunt as a pack when they went to town. The publicans loved them. They had
a good bit of R and R. They were a bit notorious in a lot of ways.

56
 Denis Gilbard has

heard it referred to as ‘Mother Irrigation’. You were really in a good situation financially
if you didn’t mind the isolation and the conditions you were living under.

57

For some, the Commission construction camp provided a complete social support
system. When Kev Devlin went to work on the Burnett Barrage (later renamed Ben
Anderson Barrage), several of the formsetters including Frank Wolski and Taffy Roberts
had worked on construction jobs from the start of Tinaroo. While they were extremely
competent tradesmen, they were devoid of skills that would fit them for life after the
camp. Years later, John Moreton established a flying gang in Central Region to undertake
repairs and small construction jobs under the supervision of Gavin Graham. The members
of the gang, including Taffy Roberts, were
mostly Commission old hands and Kev
Devlin caught up with them while they
were building Youlambie Weir near
Monto. Gavin had arranged their
accommodation, collected them and
drove them to and from work, supervised
their two hours drinking after work and
took them home to dinner and bed. Kev
doesn’t know what happened to them
after Gavin died, but their ability to manage
themselves was certainly in doubt.

The Commission became a family for
many and they had been together on
sites from Tinaroo to Maroon Dam in
1972, with second generations joining
the crew.

58
 It was the Commission

family, everyone knew everybody.
59

Gavin Graham and his ‘Flying Gang’ at the Cracow Hotel 1978
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People developed very close bonds. In some cases the bonds were closer than entirely
desirable, particularly with other men’s wives.

60
 In one such case a husband found out

about an affair between one of the men and his wife. It was brought to the attention of
Project Engineer John ‘The Trump’ Moreton, who sat in judgement on it. One of them
was going to have to go – the carpenter or the cook. ‘The Trump’ decided to keep the
carpenter because good carpenters are hard to come by and cooks are a dime a dozen.
That was the common sort of logic he applied to every day of the week, decisions had to
be made and things happened and you moved on.

61
 Tom Fenwick commented, at census

time the police would go through the camps and the relationships that you didn’t know
about in the camp, but found out about after that, were quite amazing. Very few people
were actually living in a family relationship.

62

Construction jobs were strictly hierarchical even to the extent that the Project
Engineer lived at the top of the hill with the other staff in order of rank below him.
The contractor preferred to establish a satellite town for the engineers and senior
staff. A very nice position, but I don’t think setting up an enclave in town helped.

63

There was a hierarchy – but it was a reverse thing.
64

There was also a hierarchy according to the jobs you worked on. According to
Phil Sternes, you would walk into the canteen and at the top of the queue would be
the Tinaroo guys, like the old soldiers with their campaign ribbons, and then it
would all come down in the pecking order to the new guys. It wasn’t till people
dropped off that you could move up the list. There was always sort of an elite.
“When we were at Tinaroo we used to do it this way”. “When we were at Mareeba
we used to do it this way” and so when I went to Ross River it was  “When I was at
Beardmore we used to do it this way”.

65

Construction hard hats were colour coded according to rank so that it was easy to
tell from a distance what job that man should be doing. Everyone had to wear hard

hats on the jobs – blue hats for engineers, white
hats for foremen, green hats for formsetters, a gold
one for the Commissioner and silver for the Chief
Construction Engineer. The gold and silver hats
stayed in the project office. The lowest rank was the
labourer who wore a pink hard hat. How insidious
that the toughest and the roughest blokes had to
wear a pink hard hat.

66
 Phil Sternes mistakenly wore

a green hat when he started rather than the pink hat
he was entitled to. People had no idea who he was.

Borumba camp 1963
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Some of the wives found the hierarchy difficult to cope with on top of the isolation.
In some camps, the Project Engineer’s wife could talk only to the Deputy’s wife, who
was allowed to converse ‘one up and one down’.

67
 There was always a ‘them and

us’ between the government wives and the contractors.
68

 There was a hierarchy
among women, it was a class-conscious society.

69

In other camps, it was far more egalitarian with many social events including tennis
during the day and fashion parades, trivia nights and film evenings.

70
 Joan Johnson

noted as Burdekin wives, we did a lot. We had fashion parades, cent auctions and
morning teas. Shopping was an all-day marathon – you left for Townsville at 8 a.m.
and got home at 6 p.m.

71
 At the Burdekin we had very active social clubs, of course.

There would be dances and dos with outside bands. We had quiz shows and the like.
There was a function at least once a month and everyone automatically showed up.

72

At Coolmunda, Denis Gilbard and Peter Morgan ran a table tennis club. There
were also picnic days. Denis also ran film nights. It was a circus because firstly you
had no income really for your films. Entry fees were prohibited as this made it a
commercial enterprise and free films were unobtainable. Films would be acquired
from the Shell Oil Company and played as promotional films. In later years they
acquired a cinemascope lens and showed Funny Girl and others on 16 mm projectors.
To get the film, it had to be delivered to Stanthorpe the day the car went to town to
do the banking and mail collection. Sometimes the bus would accidentally take the
film through to Tenterfield and you’d have this film night all planned and no film.
You’d have to get around and let everybody know. It was the drafties’ job to design
the posters for social nights. Films were also shown weekly outside the Project Office
in Clare on Friday nights during the 1950s and 1960s.

73

The workforce was invariably overwhelmingly male. Almost all the females with
paid employment were wives or daughters of male employees. Their jobs were usually
clerical or in ancillary areas such as cleaning and
catering. Joan Johnson occasionally assisted the
nurse at the Burdekin. Such arrangements brought
the recipients not only a welcome income, but
probably more importantly, a productive use of
their time. The contractor on the Burdekin had a
number of female drivers of the big trucks.

74

Khristy Kelly appears to be the only female engineer
on a construction job (Kroombit Dam) – even
though it wasn’t a camp.

Kroombit Dam
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Generally speaking, the men enjoyed the life of construction, particularly those who
had no great yen for the amenities of the cities such as cinemas and theatres.

75
 Some

freely admit it was playing with big boys’ toys, building dams.
76

 Lee Rogers confessed
construction was stimulating, organising and watching something get built because
there is something new every day. I used to enjoy seeing the formwork stripped back
after the concrete was poured and you’d see the shape, instead of looking at it as a
drawing or plan or section.

77
  Difficult landforms provided mental and construction

challenges to be conquered. The work had visible results. The men could go for a family
drive on weekends and point to channel linings or structures they had built, an experience
shared by many a Commission wife or child. Staff felt great satisfaction in knowing their
contribution was part of the bigger plan to make something like that happen.

78

While the culture may have suited men, the same was not necessarily the case for the
wives. For some, they had a great time, finding more social activity in camp than they
have subsequently found in the suburbs.

79
 But for others the life was lonely and unfulfilling

and remote from preferred pursuits.
80

 Being a camp wife could be very lonely because
the men all went to the pub from work until they came home for tea.

81
  It was a huge

culture shock for people moving out from the city.
82

 There were a lot of family breakups
because of the isolation.

83
 At least one wife found it intolerable and, at least in part, her

discontent led to a dissolution of her marriage. The story did have a happy ending, for
years later once he had left construction, they remarried!

84
 For entertainment, some like

Eileen Rossi took up painting. Jill Moreton read ten books a week, despite the limited
library facilities. Others availed themselves of the tennis court.

Remoteness was a reality. From Glenlyon it was either 40 miles into Texas on a dirt
road, or 56 miles into Stanthorpe on a half dirt, half bitumen road. Medical treatment
could be far away. When David Rossi removed his toe in a bike accident at Fairbairn,
Eileen Rossi had to drive him to Rockhampton, leaving the other children. Eileen Rossi
recalls I loathed that road. I had to fly up for specialist treatment but it is no different
from anyone who lived in the bush, and you get over these things.

85
 At times the medical

care on construction was poor – worse, looking back.
86

Indeed, some families have refused to join the bread-winner in the more remote
construction villages, preferring to remain in towns with occasional visitations. Such an
arrangement was ‘enjoyed’ for many years by Kev Kennedy (untimely deceased), who
supported his large family while they remained in the city. Although Phyl Taylor had no
objection to life on a construction site, she elected to have a stable city life for her children’s
secondary education, leaving Alan to pursue a bachelor’s existence as Project Engineer at
Leslie Dam. Fortunately, Leslie Dam was close enough for Alan to be able to spend
weekends with his family in Brisbane.

87
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For some, the frequent need to move on became increasingly onerous, particularly
as their children reached secondary school age. For others, construction was a way
of life to be followed through to retirement – or at least until there was an opportunity
to settle down in a congenial environment.

The construction period for dams and weirs is relatively short, ranging from some
months to a few years. On the other hand, the construction of Irrigation Areas has
gone on for many years and occurs near permanent regional towns. Such locations
are far more conducive to the establishment of congenial living arrangements for
families.

Church attendance could be difficult, although some camps had visiting clergy.
88

At the Burdekin, said Joan Johnson, the Anglican Minister came out for two of us.
Educating children was also a concern. In some cases, children spent hours each day
travelling to and from school. In other cases, it was a short trip to town or there was
a school set up on the camp. One such school was at Tinaroo, where the headmaster
was Arthur Wood. His daughter, Helen, became Miss Australia and subsequently
married Ashley Cooper, the Davis Cup tennis player.

Conditions varied for children, particularly depending on the size and remoteness
of the camp. For some children, camp life was idyllic. Linda Rossi speaks glowingly
of the freedom that she, her siblings and the other camp kids had to explore the
Fairbairn camp area (within prescribed bounds). We were free to roam all over the

Leslie Dam
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place and we knew the kids from the bus and I had a friend in the caravan park
and others.

89
 The Rossi children devised names for local landmarks. The survey

track was Kangaroo Road which led to Dinosaur Rock. Invited one day by his children
on their outing, Norm Rossi realised there was an inlet off the main road and this
subsequently became the spot for the picnic ground.

90
 The caterers for the staff were

the Merlos – Lou and Gail Merlo (of the well-known family of restaurateurs in
Brisbane). Susan and Linda Rossi used to go to the mess, where Mrs Merlo taught
them how to make sweets.

91
 Children caught the school bus and if we were running

late the bus would just drive around till we were ready.
92

Many people enjoyed construction. It was a good life in lots of ways. If something
went wrong – an electricity or plumbing problem – you rang the office and an
electrician or a plumber arrived. That doesn’t happen in the suburbs, where you
might have to wait two or three days for service.

93
 Lifelong friendships were made.

Even if you didn’t see people for years you’d always visit when in town.
94

But it wasn’t all fun. Tensions could break out, particularly racial ones. Brawls
would break out in the canteen and police would be called. Lee Rogers found himself
at knifepoint one day confronted by two extremely drunk workers. Unfortunately
some of the blokes weren’t nice people.

95
 There were a lot of undercurrents on

construction. Many solved the problem by keeping to themselves. There were such
little hotbeds of intrigue you really had to be very careful to make sure that you
maintained a certain detachment.

96

Where possible, discipline was maintained. Paul Johnson explained the rules were
very clear – if you misbehaved on the camp or in the canteen, you were escorted
over the grid. One strike and you’re out. The unions never made any fuss about
that. The rule had been around so long, everyone recognised it.

97
 Joan Johnson

added you tried as hard as possible to ensure that on the job disputes didn’t spill
over into normal life in the camp. Living on a camp was different from living in a
small country town. Everybody had the same basic objective.

98

No man is an island – except, of course, Lord Howe – and construction camps
had an impact on the local population. Usually the incomers were welcomed

because they put more money through the local tills and swelled the ranks of local
sporting teams. This was not always the case. Eileen Rossi recalls I went into town
(Biloela) and asked the baker if I could open an account. “No, I know your sort –
here today, gone tomorrow”. They had had trouble in the past and were suspicious.

99

The good citizens of Boonah were certainly not overjoyed by the workforce of
Moogerah Dam.

100
 Boonah was a place where we were looked on as something
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strange coming in from the dam site. People used to stare at us as we went down
the street. Some of the locals who got jobs on the dam had never even been to
Brisbane and had no knowledge of the outside world.

101
 But distance lends

enchantment to the view, and when the Commission came back to build Maroon
Dam, the new, albeit temporary, citizens were welcomed in Boonah with open arms.
Ed Donohue joined the town football team and played for Ipswich in the League
side against Toowoomba and the Wide Bay region. If you played a bit of sport it
made you a bit of a hero in the little community of Boonah. He was totally accepted
by Boonah – maybe it was the football.

102

When the Commission was reconstituted in 1946, JC Trotter ran Construction
Branch. Before long, he left and was replaced by Frank Bottrell, who in turn

resigned and was replaced by Arch McIntyre, firstly as Executive Engineer and then
as Senior Engineer from 1952. Frank Learmonth, who had left HEC (Tasmania) to
construct Tinaroo Falls Dam, was so successful that a new Branch, Major Works, was
created under his leadership. By 1960, Arch McIntyre had resigned to go to Main
Roads Department (see Chapter 3) and the two Branches were merged under the
new Chief Construction Engineer, Frank Learmonth.

In 1970, Frank was promoted to Assistant Commissioner and Alan Taylor filled
the consequential vacancy. His deputy was Eric Robinson, who had joined the old
Commission at the same time as Stuart Robinson. ‘Parkie’ always referred to them as
black Robbie and white Robbie because Eric was dark and Stuart fair.

103
 (Eric) Robbie

was an extremely reliable and diligent officer who, at least to some extent, sacrificed
any advancement in his career in favour of his handicapped son.

104

Another stalwart of the Head Office Construction contingent was Denis Connellan.
Denis had been part of the Snowy Mountains construction team and Queensland
was fortunate to gain his services. His particular field of expertise was in specifications,
and many others, for whom this was not their cup of tea, were extremely grateful
that someone as competent as Denis was prepared to do the work. Denis, who by
then was a widower, chose to accept a VER when these were offered. Fortunately, he
was later lured back to help the Commission out.

Another senior recruit to the Branch was Noel Ullman, formerly of Ullman &
Nolan, Consulting Engineers, who gave the Commission the benefit of his experience
and good company during his pre-retirement years.

105
 While most of the major works

were supervised from the project office, some smaller tasks had Head Office oversight.
Cornelis ‘Van’ Vandenberg was one such supervisor. Successive Boring Supervisors
were Harry Webb, Ivory Shields and Harold Taylor.
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While he had planned to wait until he was 60 (the retirement age having been
lowered to that level), Alan Taylor seized an opportunity to go a little in advance of
that age in 1978. He had never aspired to higher office because he had an avowed
aversion for paper work and bureaucratese.

106
  Malcolm Pegg was appointed Chief.

107

Construction continued on at a fairly frenetic pace. Following the
completion of Awoonga and Wivenhoe dams, John Potts, Jim Mienert
and Ian ‘Charlie’ Chalmers returned to Head Office to join Bevan
Faulkner. In 1985, Malcolm Pegg was redesignated Director
Construction Division. The following year, Malcolm was promoted
to Assistant Commissioner and John Potts became Director. Adrian
Roberts, a temporary employee, acted as his deputy.

In the 1991 reorganisation, Malcolm Pegg became General
Manager of Development Division (and Deputy Commissioner),
John Potts moved to Water Management Division and Dave Tardrew
became the Manager of Construction Services. In 1995, Dave moved
to Rural and Regional Development (RRD) (see Chapter 3) and
Paul Johnson became the acting Manager. In a subsequent
reorganisation of State Water Projects, Paul, as Head of Discipline,
became Chief Construction Engineer.

Throughout this period, with its inevitable organisational changes
and retirements, the Commission got on with the job of building infrastructure.
Obviously, it would be possible to write a complete book on virtually every project,
so the following sections can only be considered as representative of the sterling
efforts of those concerned.

One of the early jobs was the construction of weirs along the Border rivers,
including Bonshaw, Whetstone and Cunningham. These were essentially of

timber construction and while the conditions under which they were constructed,
with primitive equipment, were far from ideal, the living conditions were arguably
worse. At Whetstone Weir accommodation was in very drafty ex-army huts. The
engineer on the job was treated really well – he got three masonite-lined huts all
joined together. With a bit of luck, they had scantling to close the joins and keep the
wind out, but the floors were very drafty. Jimmy Couston was the engineer at
Whetstone and when he got married, poor Jan found the conditions were dreadful.
It was frequently below zero in winter but they made the best of it.

108

Barry Lennon described the start of his father’s career with the Commission.
Frank Lennon was signed up in 1949 near Bonshaw Weir where he happened to be

Paul Johnson
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living at the time, working in a garage. He started off setting up the camp and then
driving timber piling on the weir. The timber Bonshaw Weir was washed away in a
flood and replaced by a steel sheet piling structure, driven by Max Riley.

109
 Gerry

O’Hanlon was the engineer but he was transferred out and not replaced. Frank stayed
on the Border River weirs for most of the construction period.

110

Gerry O’Hanlon was a character. Bernie Credlin recalls being driven by him from
Rocklea Depot to Head Office late one Friday afternoon in a Border Rivers
Commission truck. These vehicles had special BRC number plates and logos. We
drove over the Indooroopilly toll bridge at peak hour – one lane in each direction.
The man in the tollbooth looked at the number plate then the truck door and asked
for threepence. “We don’t have to pay. It’s a Government truck,” said Gerry. “It
hasn’t got a QG number and you’ll have to pay,” said the tollman. “No I don’t”. “Yes
you do!” By now the horns behind were blaring
continually, the traffic was backed up to Oxley
and the tollman’s face was incandescent. Gerry
said he would stay all night if necessary and the
tollman said the only place Gerry would be
staying would be gaol. Finally I paid the
threepence and Gerry called me many names of
which ‘Chicken!’, ‘Traitor!’ and ‘Quisling’ were
printable. The tollman was not happy because I
had deprived him of the opportunity to have Gerry
locked up. And the drivers of the countless cars
behind us were choleric.

111

Another character on the Border river weirs was
a foreman who owned only one pair of trousers. One night they caught fire at the
camp fire and the back was burnt out of them. But he didn’t buy a new pair – he
simply took to wearing an overcoat. It wasn’t till he transferred to Theodore that he
decided it looked silly wearing an overcoat all the time (it might have been a bit hot
too) and invested in a new pair.

112

Construction in the Burdekin, centred on Clare, Dalbeg and Millaroo, lasted for
many years. Len Redmond, who was one of many engineers who worked there,

reported in those days, we had virtually no equipment, only a couple of broken
down trucks and no dozers, so we had to use blokes. We had all these new Australians
of all different nationalities so you had to have them working in pairs to dig the
deep trenches – one below and one above hauling up the buckets. We’d go along
and ask, “How are you going?” “Good,” they’d say – they didn’t know any other

Bonshaw Weir rock tipping 1952
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words. So we go along, and here’s this woman at the bottom of the trench. “Where’s
she come from?” we said. And one who could speak English explained, “His partner
was sick so he’d sent his wife along.”

113

Most people didn’t realise the real situation. We just said they were all DPs
(Displaced Persons). But they weren’t. As one of them once said, “I’ve got more in
common with you than with him.” Many of their countries of origin were bitter enemies
and we just put them together in the same hut because they were all DPs.

114

They used to have wonderful concerts because of their different nationalities –
and wonderful fights too. There were so many ex-SS blokes. Anyone they didn’t like
was automatically labelled ‘SS’.

115

We had gangs and gangs of them with no English speakers – just one who could
speak a bit, usually the Ganger.

116
 David Coles had similar experiences later when

he was surveying the Nathan dam site. I had two chainmen, neither of whom could
speak good English but we had wonderful Hungarian meals. One could speak some
English and so I’d give him the instructions and get him to tell the other. We were all
living together in the bush. They were assisted migrants and they could have gone
somewhere else if they wanted to.

117

Pat Walsh described some aspects of the living conditions in the Burdekin. At
Clare, they were fairly rough and primitive conditions. But to me as a cadet surveyor
the idea of huts was unthinkable. He preferred a tent. But we even had a cook at
Clare who also cooked for the construction staff. We had old shearers beds – cast
iron frames with a sort of chain wire mesh over them for a start. After a year we
graduated to a bed constructed of light gauge angle iron with a springy edge on the
wire mesh. The only trouble was that if three or four fellows sat on the edge of your
bed, the springs would all get shot and you finished up with no springs in the bed at
all. At Millaroo, we had huts end to end for a mess, we had showers and toilets all
properly constructed with cement floors. The local AWU man was so impressed he
came and took a photo and put an article in The Australian Worker in which he
said this was the best survey camp he had ever seen.

118

Millaroo was about 40 miles from the nearest watering hole in Ayr. All the young
lads would climb into the back of Pat Walsh’s ute on Saturday morning and he’d take
them to town. He’d always go straight to the golf club, not to play golf, but, as he
used to say, “I like to use a decent bloody toilet now and again.”

119

Cec Christensen considered working conditions the worst he ever encountered
although they gradually improved. There was not even a telephone connection at
the start, but there was radio coverage.

120
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Ian Hoskins tells of a man who had arrived to start work at the Burdekin Arch
McIntyre had sent a telegram instructing that the man be met at the train at about 2
a.m. as Arch had hired him as a time-keeper. He owned a watch!

121

Tinaroo Falls Dam was the first of the major storages constructed by the
reconstituted Irrigation and Water Supply Commission and thus was the training

ground for many a dam man including many new recruits. There wasn’t any
experience of jobs of that nature amongst us. They employed a Project Engineer
from Victoria – TK Anderson (from State Rivers), who wrote a voluminous report on
the construction. When he was diagnosed with cancer, he resigned to go into a
business in Brisbane to provide his family with better financial security. An interim
engineer by the name of JP Munn did a lot of good work before Frank Learmonth
was appointed as Project Engineer. More experienced than the others, Learmonth
led the team, showed them the way forward, as it were.

122

It was a very young crew – Norm Rossi, Brian Richards, Pat McMahon, Stan James,
Bob MacArthur, Brian Hetherington and Tim Galbraith (who came later). Ian Edmiston
was the most mature among them. He was a returned serviceman, having served in
the air force. Alan Taylor, who joined them from NSW, had some construction
experience. Frank Learmonth was virtually the only one, apart from Bill Nimmo
himself, with any real experience in construction. I think we did very well. We were
a very happy crew up there. The project was exciting and we had a good sense of
achieving something.

123
 Stan James claims we did a fair bit of rock excavation there

Tinaroo Falls Dam
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and had the world record for pounds of explosive to yards of rock moved. They were
building Warragamba about the same time and there was a little bit of rivalry.

124

The camp was very social. Ian Edmiston and Alan Taylor were the only married
men. Brian Hetherington met his wife, Ann, on the job. Stan Ross met his wife at
Mareeba. They played golf and bowls.

125
 The Yungaburra pub was the local watering

hole and they went there on a Friday night, although most centred themselves at
Atherton. Frank Learmonth started to play bowls at Tinaroo and became addicted.

126

Roy Maxted joined the Tinaroo team in 1955, working with Tim Galbraith, Pat
McMahon, Alan Taylor and Frank Learmonth. One of the foremen on the concrete
was Doug Johnson. He was known as ‘The King of the Concrete Wogs’ – a title given
to him by a one-armed mate by the name of Merv Brand. There was a little song
about him, which appears to be intended to be sung to the tune of Davy Crockett.

Douglas, Douglas Johnson, King of the Concrete Wogs.

Now Doug was a man who liked his job,

He worked very hard to earn himself a bob;

The only time that he ever swore

Was when they paid him sixteen bob instead of twenty-four.

Douglas, Douglas Johnson, King of the Concrete Wogs.
127

Other people in camp included Aboriginal Dave Ambrum, who had had fought in
Sharman’s boxing troupe. He was a mighty bloke. He was a cableway hook-up
operator.

128
 Another Aboriginal member of the cement gang at Tinaroo was Joe Joe

Collins, adopted son of the local Member, after whom Collins Weir was named.
129

The accommodation was standard – prefabricated huts with masonite walls and a
corrugated iron roof, unlined and unceiled. You were supplied with SisalKraft paper
with cover strips. One of the chaps while he was placing his paper and cover strips
used to judge the distance by eye and break the cover strips to length on his knee.

130

There was no filtration system on the water supply, so whatever was in the river was
what was delivered. Stan James reports at flood time, that was red. Joyce used to catch
rain water in old 44 gallon drums and use that for her washing. It (the river water)
tasted all right. I wouldn’t touch it now, of course, but in those days we just had to.

131

Much of the equipment from Tinaroo, such as the cableways (for the placement
of concrete), mixers and the buildings, was recycled into subsequent jobs.

As well as Tinaroo Dam, a number of weirs were constructed. Stan James was
sent up to Solanum Weir as an assistant something-or-other. A few months later he
married Joyce. We went up to Cairns on the Manumba and caught the train to
Dimbulah through dust and heat with Joyce in her silk Brisbane dress. At Solanum
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we were assigned our hut. We were lucky to have a tarpaulin underneath the roof,
so it cooled it down. We had push-up windows, a wood stove and a toilet that was
‘down through those trees.’

132

Stan had the job, among other things, of setting the levels for the formwork. When
I saw the water flowing over the uneven crest I realised my surveying was not very
good!

133
 The work was almost exclusively done by manpower. We had a trestle bridge

on which we wheeled the concrete out in wheelbarrows and tipped it down the chute.
Then we got a D4 dozer – a beautiful big thing and so much faster. It’s a baby toy now
of course, but it a wonderful thing then.

 134
Stan also took over the supervision of

Leafgold Weir from Keith Bedford. The time-keeper, who ultimately became the District
Clerk, was a DP – Jan Zajaczkowski

135
 – who was a lawyer by training.

136

David Coles came from England to Walkamin in 1953 to work on the channel
lines. When we got to Walkamin there were four huts. All our hut had was a tap
coming into the wall. No sink. There was an outside toilet and the roof was just
galvanised iron. I’m not much of a handyman but I had to build a sink. The funny
thing was that we were about 15 miles from Mareeba and we had better sewerage
than Brisbane.

137

Dave found his surroundings strange. As an English surveyor I had no idea of
Australian conditions. I had never seen a gravel road so I asked, “Where does this
track lead to?”  “This isn’t a track, this is the main highway!”

Dave also had trouble with visibility in the Australian bush. I used to go about with
an Australian surveyor until I got going on my own. The surveyor would cut a picket
from bush timber and put it in the ground and I would set up the theodolite and try
and see this piece of wood through the leaves. I simply couldn’t see it. He could. I went
back to Mareeba and bought a sheet of red paper and put it on the picket.

138

One day the Australian surveyor asked me if I liked snakes. I can’t stand them
and he got me to look where I’d just walked and there was this python. The other
thing was the huntsman spiders. In Walkamin I saw an enormous spider, about six
inches across. I was terrified, so I killed it and took it across to the DPI fellow. “Don’t
kill them,” I was told, “they eat cockroaches.”  In the end we had two pet spiders.

139

Alan Vizer elected to be a draftsman on a survey camp at Dimbulah Bridge working
for Dave Hosie. The office consisted of a canvas tent and grass taller than waist height.
He had a rickety drafting table and a wire bench for his drawings. Drawings were
done on tracing linen in those days, so every night it had to be wrapped in paper to
protect it from moisture. In bad weather, illumination came from carbide lights. One
day the lights were too close to the top of the tent and there was no chance of the
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drawings becoming damaged by water, because the roof started to burn. Another
day Fred Haigh walked into the office and said, “Well, Alan, you wouldn’t like me to
put you working under conditions like this in Brisbane.” I was a smart young cadet,
20 years old or thereabouts, so:“I’d look pretty silly with a tent pitched in the middle
of Queen Street, wouldn’t I, Mr Haigh?”

140

At East Barron Survey Camp it was very warm in the summer, so Alan used to
work in nothing but a pair of underpants. The phone rang one day and it was Col
Taggart in Mareeba who said, “Fred Haigh’s on the way out,” just as Fred’s car pulled
up at the doorstep. He stepped out and Alan said, “Hello, Mr Haigh.”  He made no
comment, and drove off. Alan continued to work in his PTUs but always had a pair of
shorts handy.

141

Moogerah Dam, in the Fassifern Valley, has the distinction of being the only double
curvature arch dam constructed by the Commission. Its design was described

in the previous chapter. Alf Muller had been made Minister for Irrigation and Water
Supply under the new Country–Liberal Party government. He’d pushed for his area
which is why Moogerah was built. It was first proposed in 1916. At that stage it was
kept as a back-up for Brisbane water supply.

142

Moogerah Dam was the responsibility of the
major projects team situated in the Palings
Building. Surveyor Charlie Martin was responsible
for the road and township layout at Moogerah. The
drafting team on the job included Roy MacArthur,
a top notch bloke and Bob Gamble,

143
 who later

became City Engineer in Ipswich. The design work
was completed in 1960–61.

Staff on site included Alan Taylor, Pat McMahon
and young engineers Jim Mienert and Peter Bevin.
Peter Bevin was in the concrete gang. It was always
a joke how Peter went home from work covered
in concrete from A to Z.

144

The work included building the cableway, the batching plant and the sand plant
structure. The team work was fantastic. Everyone knew his job. As Eric Wheeler had
building experience he was made responsible for shed construction. I started building
all the sheds. And I developed it as a picnic area. Fred (Haigh) was so enthusiastic,
he’d come out on a Sunday afternoon to see how we were going. Fred and Gordon
McDowell were doubtful that anything would ever grow. But Eric said, “Give me

Moogerah Dam under construction 1961
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two inches of soil and an irrigation plant and I’ll make it grow.”  And he did. He used
gelignite to blast the holes for the trees – just enough to get the tree in with a bit of
nitrogen fertiliser.

145

Roy Maxted used to take some risks as a part-time rigger. I used to walk around
the top of the batching plant with no rope or safety equipment. I didn’t realise it
was a risk till Alan Taylor appeared on the office steps and yelled “Get that man off
that building immediately!” I didn’t realise it, but Alan probably saved my life.

146

The annual picnic, organised by Ron Afflick, became part of the social calendar. It
was held near Boonah, and everyone was invited, including Head Office. There was
always a memorable turn out.

147

Borumba Dam on Yabba Creek near Imbil was the first Commission dam
constructed by contract. Don Fraser prepared the specifications and the French

firm, CITRA, was awarded the contract on the basis of its tender. A change in role for
the Commission staff required the acquisition of a whole range of new skills and the
transition was not easy. Neither the advent of an outside firm nor its French managers
was universally welcomed. A sign appeared on the office wall – CITRA, Critters
Imported to Root Australia. The French Engineer, M. Le Beau, read this one morning.
He stepped back and kicked the door right off its
hinges.

148
 The job proved difficult and CITRA

gained quite a few extras because of the degree of
difficulty.
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When CITRA took over there was an option for
all the old IWSC people to stay with the
Commission, or switch over to CITRA where the
money was much better. So most of them switched
over. But not many stayed with CITRA in the long
term. They were the biggest construction company
in the world in 1959 with over 32,000 on their
payroll. They moved out of Australia because they
reckoned it was too competitive.

150

Pat McMahon was Project Engineer and Neil Collyer worked with him. Merv Geisler,
Jack McGinty and Ernie White were Works Supervisors. After Borumba, Ernie moved
to Head Office and looked after construction camps and houses until he retired a
few years later. Jim Mienert was a student engineer.

One of the characters on site was Clarrie King. He was a plant operator – dozer
driver, shovel driver. There was also an old Water Supervisor, an ex-army man called

Borumba Dam raising 1999
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Jack McGinty. He was a bit of a loner. One Friday
afternoon, Clarrie and the gang had been out
clearing the reservoir area and they were sitting
down under this tree when Jack turned up. He was
about to give them a terrible rev about not working
till knock off. Clarrie said, “Shh! We’re looking for
this rare bird.” So Jack turned his attention to that
and the whole roasting was forgotten about.

151

On another occasion when John McHugh was
Leading Hand on one shift, he was caught coming
late for work and got a terrible lecture from Mr Le
Beau about being late and him being the boss. Two

days later, Clarrie arrived much later than McHugh, saw Mr Le Beau coming towards
him, and started looking round. Mr Le Beau said, “Are you late too?” Clarrie said,
“No, I just can’t find me dozer.” So Mr Le Beau drove him round to find the dozer,
which was just up on the top of the quarry. So we decided that we had the wrong
Leading Hand.

152

Callide Dam was designed to provide cooling water for the Callide Power
Station. Innovative construction techniques were used on the Commission’s

first earth dam and in new outlet works.
153

Workers lived in Biloela and the social life in the town was enjoyed by staff,
including the Rossis. However, the job was stressful because of a lot of arguments
with the contractors.

154
 Norm Rossi would have preferred to be in Brisbane

undertaking design, which was always his career preference.
155

A construction team returned to Callide Dam some years later to install spillway
gates in order to provide more water for an expanded Callide Power Station. Callide
Dam also serves as a balancing storage to manage water pumped over the range
from Awoonga Dam near Gladstone.

Leslie Dam is a mass concrete gravity dam on Sandy Creek (the commonest creek
 name in Queensland), a tributary of the Condamine River. It was named for the

Leslie family who were the first settlers of the area. It was later raised by the addition
of spillway gates.

Alan Taylor was project engineer.
156

 Roy Maxted commented I was Foreman of
the batching plant and Doug Johnson was the Foreman of the concrete gang. The
composition of the gravel was such that it didn’t take much for the cement content
to change and for the concrete to ‘go off ’. Doug would get stroppy. One day he said

Callide Dam
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“You’re always doing this to me, so we’ll meet
outside the barracks at six.” Doug had been a bit
of a pug in his younger days, but I said “Right” and
turned up. Thank God Doug didn’t. Next day he
said he didn’t want to upset a good friendship!

157

A bloke called Reg Guthrie was paymaster.
Nothing worried him. He bought a little car to drive
to town. In those days people used to go to town,
get tanked and drive home. No problems. One day
Reg ran out of petrol, but didn’t go back to collect
his car till a week later. Oh, to be so casual.

158

While at Leslie Dam, Alan Taylor was living as a single man. He used to go to
Brisbane with Gordon Henderson, who liked a beer any time of the day or night.
Alan decided he’d drive Gordon’s car back to camp one Sunday afternoon. He
parked outside Gordon’s garage, got out and put his brief case behind the car.
Gordon took over the wheel to put the car away and promptly reversed over Alan’s
brief case!

159

A popular riddle at Leslie Dam was “What’s round and red and goes ‘putt, putt’?
The answer was “Alan Taylor playing golf.” Another story told of Works Clerk Bob
Marshall going on holidays to New Zealand. A few months later a Kiwi couple turned
up at the dam looking for ‘Project Engineer Marshall’.

Coolmunda Dam was entirely different from Callide work-wise because the
Commission built much of it by day labour instead of employing contractors.

160

Coolmunda incorporated a number of innovative features. These included the ELSE
cut-off (Edelisia Lavori Sottosuolo Estrazioni as named by its Italian inventors), where
a trench was dug across the alluvial right bank, filled with bentonite clay and then replaced
by a mixture of clay and cement to form an impermeable cut-off to prevent seepage of
water under the dam. The embankment also incorporated a fuse-plug – a weaker section
designed to fail selectively under a rare flood event. The radial arm spillway gates were
also a first for Queensland. When the first flood at Coolmunda arrived, the gates failed
because of floating debris and an air compressor had to be installed.

161

Norm Rossi was the initial Project Engineer. He described some of his
responsibilities. When you are Project Engineer you have to be Mayor of the town
and involved in projects. The kindergarten and school come under your control to
a certain extent. I had to arrange the school bus and send a cheque to the bus
operator every month. I built a tennis court at Coolmunda with canteen funds. It

Leslie Dam
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was a happy camp. You have to deal with the welfare of the community.
162

 While it
was an interesting job, Norm Rossi considered the area flat and uninteresting. But
the social life was good. The Rossis played cards with the doctor, nurse and farmers
next door. We had a decent kindergarten there.

163

Compared with other camps and the men’s barracks, the staff barracks at
Coolmunda were sophisticated. Eileen Brophy was the cook, Jim Brophy the
accountant. Eileen was a good cook and the staff ate well. Meals could be entertaining.
One of the early engineers on site, John Ready, used to get an itchy head if he ate
curry. We’d have curry and we’d all be sitting there waiting for John to eat his curry
and the next minute you’d see him sitting there scratching his head.

164

Humphrey Williams was Senior Plant Supervisor where the principal work was in
plant maintenance.

165
 Frank Lennon returned to construction in 1964 at Coolmunda.

He stayed on as Storage Supervisor. He retired from there in 1977 and moved to
Toowoomba until he passed away in 1993. Frank Lennon was much admired with
others trying to emulate his work ethic.

166

John McHugh rejoined IWSC at Coolmunda Dam as a Leading Hand labourer.
After a couple of months I was promoted to Ganger. I was one of the last to leave
Coolmunda – I looked after the picnic area and put the safety fence over the wall.

167

John ‘The Trump’ Moreton later served as Project Engineer. He was a very good
man to work for, respected for his clear mind, ability to make a good, quick decision
and just get on with it.

168
 He had excellent management skills which were required as

he was responsible for 150 Commission staff, a large number of contractors and 30 or
40 trucks and drivers. ‘The Trump’ was very highly regarded by his workers. What he
said was law, but it was always done very nicely. He led from the front, everyone
shuffled in behind John Moreton’s vision and away we went.

169
 ‘The Trump’ would

Coolmunda Dam
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stand up for his men. Daryl Brigden was driving unlicensed on a construction site
when stopped by the police. “Right, you haven’t got a licence. You’re gone” and ‘The
Trump’ bounced straight out and said “No he’s not. This is private land. You’re gone.
Get back in the bloody car.” So ‘The Trump’ stuck up for me.

170

As far as characters go, it would be hard to go past ‘The Trump’. He enjoyed his fun
and his drinking ability is legendary. ‘The Trump’ was renowned for his ‘snakebite
antidote’. This was first trialled at a forestry seminar at Gympie. Someone fell backwards
over the louvres because he had too much of his antivenene. Another time ‘The Trump’
almost got the whole of the Commission thrown out of the Banyo seminary for knocking
on every door at about 3.00 a.m. warbling loudly “Have you been bitten by a snake?”
and passing out the snakebite remedy.

171
 Paul Johnson recalls we used to go from

Bundaberg to the Central Queensland Classic for the weekend and come back rather
the worse for wear. At conferences ‘The Trump’ was invariably there to lead everyone
astray.

172

In 1966, the final year Civil Engineering students from the University of Queensland
did a field trip on a bus inspecting items of interest. The schedule had them inspecting
Coolmunda Dam and overnighting at Inglewood. The four Commission scholarship-
holders, Mike Marley, Ian Ferrier, Rob Robson and Ian Pullar decided to scrounge free
accommodation at Coolmunda camp, but they knew the penalty would be to drink
with Moreton and that other legendary drinker, John Ready, at the Inglewood pub. So
they devised a cunning plan. They formed themselves into two teams so that they
would only have to drink alternate beers. Before too long they dropped back to drinking
only every second round. At the end of the session, thoroughly inebriated, they climbed
into the cars while the two Johns drove home to Coolmunda!

173

Max Riley was a joker too. As a raw recruit, Denis Gilbard was enticed into a crane
ride to the top of the pier by Max and Jimmy Compton. With Denis standing in the
open framed cage with his hands above his head holding a bar, the frame was lifted
into the air to about 70 or 80 feet above the deck! Denis went as white as a sheet and
Max thought it was a great joke.

174

But undoubtedly the most memorable story from Coolmunda is the story of Norm
Rossi (Project Engineer), Frank Learmonth (Chief Construction Engineer), Bruce
Milligan (Senior Mechanical Engineer) and Lloyd Polglaze (Contractor’s representative)
being swept over the spillway. One very wet night the four of them got into a boat to try
to rescue a tarpaulin. The current dragged the dinghy over the spillway. After abandoning
ship, Frank and Bruce swam over to the right and got to the bank. Norm Rossi, who
was trying to save them, knew there was a road cut through the scrub on the left and
swam towards it. The current was so strong I ended up in a tree.

175
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Denis Gilbard and others were clambering
around the scaffolding – you wouldn’t be allowed
to do it these days because of health and safety
regulations. As they watched water rushing through
the spillway they heard this faint cry for help out in
the distance. Everyone began to turn up to look for
Frank and Bruce. Bruce had come out below the
spillway, Norm was marooned on the little island
in the middle between the rushing streams and
Frank got out further downstream somewhere. I’m
not sure where Lloyd Polglaze got out.

176

Max Riley and Bob Hamilton broke into the
Council shed to get a boat to fetch them. Clinging to the tree, hoping to be rescued,
Norm Rossi thought, “tomorrow’s Fathers’ Day. Bugger the pipe.”

177
 and he let it go.

Denis Gilbard observed that the next day Norm had a different pipe at work. Indeed
it was a Fathers’ Day gift.

178

Wuruma Dam was the last major mass-concrete dam in Queensland for some
time. The Commission was faced with difficult foundation problems at Wuruma

as the site had a dipping clay seam in the foundations, which had to be analysed.
Tom Fenwick spent over two years as part of the Wuruma construction team. Some
of his experiences are described earlier in this chapter.

Wuruma camp was isolated and school children were dependent on the buses.
The kids had to catch the bus very early in the morning and then get home after dark.
The Wuruma kids had to travel greater distances than the kids on any other camp.

179

Atkinson Dam, the source of supply for the Lower Lockyer Irrigation Project, was
 constructed on the site of Atkinsons Lagoon and is filled by diversion from

Buaraba Creek. It is an earth and
rockfill structure with a long
embankment. The Project Engineer
was Jim Mienert.

This is only one of the water
storages in the Lockyer Valley. O’Reilly
(1948), Brightview (1943), Wilson
(1941) and Jordan (1945) weirs

180

were constructed along Lockyer
Creek and another dozen recharge

Wuruma Dam

Atkinson Dam and the diversion from Buaraba Creek
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weirs were constructed during the 1970s and ’80s. Two other offstream storages
were also constructed – one on the site of Lake Dyer and named Bill Gunn Dam
(1987) and the other at Lake Clarendon (1992). These are filled with water diverted
from Laidley Creek and Lockyer Creek respectively. The water is subsequently released,
primarily for groundwater recharge.

Despite extensive investigations throughout the Valley, no viable major dam site
has been identified, much to the chagrin of the locals who depend on the stressed
aquifer system for their water supplies. One site on Upper Lockyer Creek near Murphys
Creek showed some promise, but would have required the relocation of part of the
Toowoomba railway line at a cost too great to be affordable.

Beardmore Dam, originally known as Kajarabie (the name still applies to the
 lake), was built to provide water for an expanded St George Irrigation Area,

originally supplied from Jack Taylor Weir. The dam has a central gated spillway with
earth and rockfill abutments. John Moreton was Project Engineer, but he was later
succeeded by Murray Johnston. ‘Honk’ Morrison was the Works Supervisor. Lee Rogers
stayed on to complete the spillway gates and the final construction was supervised
by Bill Catling in conjunction with Jim Ole, who was the District Engineer at the
time. Barry Lennon assisted Lee Rogers in installing the gates. Lee did the final checks
of the guides and seals himself. They all fitted so he must have done something
right.

181
  Lee believes that he can claim to be the first aesthetically sensitive engineer.

He had the handrails at Beardmore painted orange, and the guardrails at Atkinson
midnight blue

182
 – strangely prophetic of the corporate colours of the future

Department of Natural Resources!

Beardmore was cold. They didn’t have staff houses, so Ken Kennedy got a two-
bedroom house and installed a slow combustion stove – an absolute godsend, in his
opinion. We’d knock off at 4 o’clock in the afternoon, walk home, and you’d walk
round and close the house up in winter time. It was bitterly cold.

183
  Heaters could

create danger and one of the barracks caught fire from newspapers on the floor near
the heater. According to Ken Kennedy, the fire chief couldn’t start the fire pump. He
came to get the mechanical foreman to help him start the pump, but no matter how
hard he knocked, all he could hear was his snoring. We gave up trying to wake him
because by then the barracks had burnt down. It took only about five minutes. Two
weeks later, another building caught on fire. The alarm went off, we all flew down,
got the tender, came round, and I hooked onto the hydrant outside this place, and
of course the fire pump was going full bore. The resident was sound asleep and his
wife dug him in the ribs, and he rolled over and said, “Who’s got the bloody outboard
motor going on my boat at this hour of the night?” 

184
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Phil Sternes, Denis Gilbard and Lee Rogers had a near-catastrophic incident. A
flood came through when the gates were half constructed. As the floodwaters receded
Lee Rogers decided to take the boat out. Denis Gilbard, a self-confessed poor sailor,
was designated the boat operator. Halfway across the stream the motor failed. After
starting again, they hit the submerged coffer dam. Phil Sternes, as the youngest, was
made to get out and push off. In the main part of the stream the motor failed again.
Denis sat there pulling on the cord repeatedly saying, “It won’t start” until Lee
threatened to throw him out if he said it again. Finally the motor burst into life and
the boat hurtled towards the wall which was draped with scaffolding. They got closer
and closer. The water rammed them into the scaffolding and put a big gouge down
the side of the boat. We grabbed onto the scaffolding and held on for dear life.
Luckily we stopped short of the spillway.

185

At Beardmore the rock was removed from the bottom of the dam by hand with
sledge hammers and shipped to Moolabah Weir for rock mattresses. Phil Sternes was
on the gang before he was picked out as a likely lad and encouraged to better himself
by becoming a draftsman. Seven tonnes of rock were loaded out on each truck trip.
The rock had to be broken with sledgehammers. It became a real skill to examine the
rock to find a weakness. The challenge was to break the rock in one hit.

186
 To avoid

being caught when slacking off, they had a cockatoo on the weir who would see the
big dust cloud coming towards the dam site and by the time Max Riley arrived,
everyone was swinging sledgehammers.

187

Beardmore Dam
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It has been claimed that ‘The Trump’ killed the winner of the Dirranbandi Cup,
but this is not the case. Greg Prince’s two horses had been hit and killed by a passing
car. Before the second horse could be moved off the road, ‘Trump’s” blue station
wagon came down the road from the dam, hit it and kept going. All that could be
seen was the car disappearing off down the road with its blinker on.  It made it as far
as the Council Chambers and then broke down. Eric Robinson, who was with him,
always stayed in the camp from then on.

188

That afternoon there had been an official ceremony at the dam, complete with
Cabinet members. It rained and the workers were shunted out of the marquee so
the VIPs could stay dry. Harry Hiley walked into the canteen and announced, “Free
beer on the Commission.” Poor old Kingo (Rod Kingston) the next day had to count
up all the kegs that Harry had given away. Everyone thought Harry Hiley was the
greatest thing. No one knew who he was, but he could come back any time.

189

Phil Sternes has an incident at Beardmore indelibly imprinted on his memory. The
local president of the RSL brought the Girl in a Million out to the dam – a most attractive
girl in her late teens. Lee Rogers, who was Acting Project Engineer, asked Denis Gilbard,
“Are you busy? I want you to take this girl and show her around. I don’t think it’s wise
to let Sternsie take her round. You’d be much more reliable.” So Denis puts her in the
ute and takes her away. Just after her reign was over she joined a silent order of nuns
in England and we always speculated about what Denis actually said to her!

190

Fairbairn Dam



Chapter   Eight

214

WA T E R Y   S A U C E S

Fairbairn Dam was part of the National Water Resources Program.
191

 Originally it
was named Maraboon Dam, but the Commonwealth Government which provided

funding, requested that it be renamed in honour of the family of the Minister for
National Development, who were very early settlers in the Emerald area. This site
provided the ultimate in camps. It was completely sewered. Families in the camp
included the Rossis, the Hoskinses, Fogartys and ‘Hoppy’ Lewis. New houses were
built for the staff. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a skerrick of dirt.

192
  When they built

the camp, they dozed the whole site and after the trenches were all filled, the whole
camp was top-dressed with six or eight inches of topsoil. The first time it rained you
had a swamp under the house, mosquitoes and smell.

193

Despite the heat, which made the bitumen bubble and forced the Rossis to sleep
on the verandah, life at Fairbairn was good. It was a really happy place and we
made a lot of good friends. We were very involved in the local community. We were
16 kilometres out of town.

194
 We had a community hall and tennis courts. Eileen

was involved in the Parents & Citizens and tuckshop at the local school and joined
Forum. Norm was in Rotary. It became our home town. It was civilised living with
800 people at its peak.

195

Life for the women had its trials. All along the back section of the camp they had
to blast. Every hour or so the whistle would go and they’d blast again. You’d hear the
BANG! And you’d look out, and our house would appear out of the dust. Margaret
(Hoskins) would start cleaning again.

196
 Margaret was in her house one day when

she heard the whistle go. This twit doing all the blowing used to sit on our back
stairs and start to giggle, so she knew it was about to happen. When the giggle
started she raced out to shift the car and drove it into the house! They were funny
days when you think back on them now. At the time we thought it was pretty grim.

197

Glebe Weir is a small sheet piling weir on the Dawson River, between Taroom and
Theodore. If the now proposed Nathan Dam is constructed, Glebe Weir will be

submerged. Murray Johnston was the Project Engineer, but he was not there at the
outset.

Malcolm Pegg was looking for a foreman to start Glebe Weir and plucked Roy
Maxted out. Glebe was an isolated area and Roy had to find transport and cranes to
set up the camp. When the buildings arrived, I put them as close to foundations as
I could, but I couldn’t get cranes. I could get a farmer’s tractor from a couple of
kilometres away and we had firewood. So I got the roundest firewood blocks I
could and slid the buildings up the rollers with the tractor.

198
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When the Dawson River floods subsided, the sandflies (which were known locally
as mudflies) were so severe it was difficult to cope.

199
 Iris Maxted had to hang clothes

on the line dressed in overalls with a big hat and a billy-can of cow manure burning.
She was the first woman on the job. Our toilet at the time was a thunderbox in the
outside. All we had to cover the toilet was hessian and the workmen could see through
it, so Iris would only go at night until I managed to get some SisalKraft to cover it.

200

Iris had little reason to be impressed by the site. The trip to town – and neither
Theodore nor Taroom was exactly a thriving metropolis – was a major expedition.
She had small children to bring up. We always had our fridges stocked with meat.
We went on holidays for a fortnight and one of the workmen thought he’d save us
some money by turning the power off. No one wanted to know us, and it took
months to rebuild the fridge.

201

Norm Cavanagh was the first works clerk, followed by Trevor Tuesley. One of
Trevor’s responsibilities was looking after the wet canteen. Many a night, there was
a knock on my door with someone saying, “Any chance of opening the canteen,
mate? We need a few bottles.”  Sometimes I gave in but I didn’t make a habit of it.

202

Maroon Dam, near Rathdowney, supplies water to the Logan River Irrigation
 Project. The dam provided a challenge for both the designers and

constructors
203

 through the foundations described in the previous chapter.

Having attended an explosives course, Des Fogarty was keen to put his newly
acquired knowledge to the test. He decided to remove an isolated pillar of ignimbrite
some 8 metres by 5 metres by 3 metres which interfered with the proposed ramp for
the town pumps. He had Charlie Brennan drill 30 millimetre diameter holes at about
200 millimetre centres. Ian Ferrier suggested that he charge only every third hole.

Glebe Weir officeThe first road into Glebe Weir with Roger Callaghan,
Reg Miller, Barry Rheil and Roy Maxted (in water)
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The charge was duly detonated with a cataclysmic
explosion and a pall of dust. On inspection, Ian Ferrier
was relieved and amazed at the scene of devastation
before me – there was hardly a piece of rock larger
than 50 millimetres in size to be seen. Des must have
loaded every hole to the gunwales and set it off!

204

Foreman Grade I Joe Gerhardt was in charge of
drilling and grouting. He was an easy-going affable
chap with green fingers whose donga was an oasis.
‘The Trump’ decided to broaden Joe’s horizons to
include earthworks supervision. Joe had a thirst for
knowledge and when he heard that Ian Ferrier was
ordering a copy of the The Earth and Earth-Rock
Dams ‘bible’ from America, begged Ian to get him
one too. It was Joe’s idea to angle-blade the rockfill
to obtain a uniform finish to the exposed slope of
rip-rap.

205

The usual range of pursuits filled the leisure
hours of the staff. Both Ed Donohue and Phil Byrnes recall playing district football.
And there were the usual indoor activities. Ed Donohue remembers that one Saturday
night we had been drinking over at the boozer and we were walking back to the
single staff barracks and Danny Geaney was carrying the carton and he fell over
and whinged a bit but he was still carrying the carton. He whinged all weekend
and on Monday morning they took him to the hospital and he had a broken ankle
– and we’d made him walk all the way home.

206

Maroon was worse for the wind than Glenlyon. Ian and Margaret Hoskins lived
there for three years in a house facing south and they went onto the front verandah
once, one day in three years. Most of the time the wind used to just howl in the
Valley from the south-west. There were big lightning storms out there, too, and rain.
One Christmas holiday the Hoskins family went to Brisbane. Driving through heavy
rain going home, they took three or four hours to reach Boonah, where they found
they could not cross the creek. They sat there for another three or four hours before
we could take off again. We eventually got home about 4 o’clock in the morning.

207

Ross River Dam was constructed by the Commission for the Townsville-Thuringowa
Water Board entirely for urban water supply purposes. The dam is a central

concrete structure with gates with earthen embankments on the abutments. The
left-bank embankment is approximately five kilometres long.

The impoundment of Maroon Dam
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Jim Mienert was Project Engineer and Brian Shannon and Bill Souter were among
the other engineers. Bill had been transferred to Brisbane but he objected, claiming
I’d never been told about the nine month scheme. Frank Learmonth suggested that
as I was going to be supernumerary somewhere, it might as well be at Ross River
Dam. I arrived super early and met this immaculately dressed gentleman who
turned out to be the cleaner. I got on very well with Jim Mienert and had a good
time on a very satisfying job.

208

By all accounts, the job went ahead with very few problems. These arose only
later when leakage began to occur under the long embankment across the flood
plain. The remedial action, involving the installation of relief wells and a drain, tried
the skills of a number of people, particularly Russ McConnell and Brian Shannon.

The dam had a large component of flood mitigation – therein lies some of its
subsequent problems. It was designed to be raised in a number of stages and the
Board decided to raise the embankment to Stage II before they had money to raise
the spillway to Stage II. The Meteorological Bureau also revised the probable maximum
flood and because of the narrow spillway originally designed to mitigate flooding
downstream of the structure, there are potential problems under an extreme flood
event. The situation has also been aggravated by demographic changes. In  the early
1970s during construction there were only a dozen houses in the upper Ross River
area, but now there are some thousands on the flood plain. There is a dilemma over
what remedial action needs to be taken.

209

Monduran Dam (later renamed Fred Haigh
 Dam) is an earth and rockfill dam on the

Kolan River designed to supply the Bundaberg
Irrigation Area (BIA) – see also Chapter 9. Including
this dam, tidal barrages on both the Kolan and
Burnett rivers and the major reticulation systems
of Gooburrum, Woongarra and Isis, the
undertaking in the Bundaberg area was a major
effort. Weirs were also added later on the Kolan
(Bucca) and the Burnett (Walla) rivers.

Geoff Ward was Project Engineer on the dam
while Dennis Saul was one of his assistants. Clearly,
Monduran and Bundaberg were seen as desirable
destinations, and Barry Lennon, Max Riley, Roy
Maxted and John McHugh gravitated to there. Max
Riley was early on the scene setting up the camp Fred Haigh Dam
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and then supervising investigations on the quarry and clay borrow areas. John McHugh
went there as a crane driver, but was soon offered a post as foreman, supervising one
of the two twelve hour shifts on the dam wall. Doug Kelly, who had been Senior
Works Supervisor at St George, transferred to Monduran where his principal activities,
assisted by Barry Lennon, were pipe welding and pump installation.

The redoubtable George Toone (who now lives in retirement in Bundaberg)
was the resident surveyor. His old car was taken into town each Saturday and then
had to find its own way back to camp and the canteen and then the barracks. One
night George touched the right hand post and couldn’t understand why the car
wouldn’t go into the garage. Next morning, he found the car had a wheel buried
up to the axle.

210

In the BIA, it was decided to proceed with Gooburrum first because of the priority
in rescuing the groundwater from sea water intrusion. Nothing seems to have changed
in this respect.

211
 Roy Maxted was in charge of setting up the Gooburrum camp and

later the Woongarra camp.

Paul Johnson, who had been working for the Water Conservation & Irrigation
Commission in NSW, responded to an advertisement and came to Brisbane for an
interview. He received a letter saying he had been successful and asking when could
he start. He wrote back saying he could start in four weeks’ time and also handed in
his notice. Nothing happened for three weeks so he rang and asked where should he

Burnett Barrage
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start. He received a telegram saying, “Report to Gooburrum camp.” Knowing it was
somewhere near Bundaberg, the Johnsons packed everything up and got there while
they were still building the camp. I half expected someone to be there to show us
what to do, but there wasn’t anyone there. So I asked a surveyor what we were
supposed to do and I was told we’ve got to build this Kolan Barrage. We didn’t have
any plans. We had some rough sketches but no plans. I asked how did you get things
and was told there were Local Order books. So I got a hire car and other unauthorised
things. A few weeks later Geoff Ward was in the camp when I got back and he
introduced himself.

212

Kev Devlin had a similar experience with the Burnett Barrage (later renamed Ben
Anderson Barrage). Don (Redmond), who was a wonderful teacher, gave me the job
of starting off the Burnett Barrage, gave me a gang of men, gave me a truck and
sent me to work. The Supervisor working with me was Roy Maxted, who had just
been promoted. The pair of us were as green as grass, you’d have to say. We read the
plans and set out the barrage with a theodolite which I found in the construction
office and a steel tape that we borrowed, and by doing the computations with log
books. It was months afterwards that I discovered there was a survey team. You
just had to whistle and up come the surveyors. I didn’t know – nobody told me.
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Kev wanted some formwork. He got on to ‘Honk’, who was in charge of the
formwork at Gooburrum, but ‘Honk’ said he couldn’t have any. So Kev waited for
the workmen to finish work, jumped into his car, went over to Gooburrum, raided
the formwork stockpile, got the forms he needed and took them back to the barrage,
and poor old ‘Honk’ was none the wiser.

214

Don Redmond became Project Engineer for the construction of the BIA until his
retirement when he was succeeded by Nev Caton and later by Graeme ‘The General’
Allan. Don was liked and admired. As Phil Miller testified Don was a gentleman, he
was a very good manager and he had very good people skills. The thing I admired
most about Don was that he could make a decision and in most cases with very
little information and I never ever knew of a wrong decision that Don had made.
Trevor Tuesley thought Don Redmond was the best Project Engineer I ever worked
for. He went round the job every day and knew exactly what was going on. He had
a brilliant mind. He could get a budget out in a day.
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Trevor Tuesley experienced change in technology. Most of the time on construction
we did manual pays using the time keeper. At Monduran there were about 200
wages employees on the day labour work force and 120 at Gooburrum. When doing
manual pays, if you got a bit behind, you could hand the job over to a storeman or
a cost clerk, but these days with computer pay systems you need to have the
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experience. Pay day itself consisted of picking up the pay escort on the way to the
bank, picking up the cash at the bank and taking it back to the office, counting it
into envelopes and then taking off into the distance all round the project paying
the staff. On the way back you’d drop the policeman off at the station.
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Mick Neubecker (‘the dreaded Nye’) worked on both Monduran and Woongarra
camps, usually running late for work and stuffing his betting slips into his pocket
and a piece of toast into his mouth. Phil Miller reports that Mick was up at two
o’clock one morning noisily doing his washing at Monduran. Jack Pierpoint, his
rest disturbed, called “Hey Mick, what’s the time?” Mick casually looked at his
watch and said, “Two o’clock, Jack”, and went on his way. I don’t think he got the
message that Jack really wanted him to get back to bed and keep the noise down.
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As recorded in the next chapter, the construction of the BIA was a protracted
affair, but by the end of 1989 it was coming to an end. While some staff members
were able to move over to operation of the Area or to other locations, jobs were not
available for all the members of the crew and widespread retrenchments became
necessary.

Glenlyon Dam was built to provide water to the Border Rivers (between
Queensland and NSW). Under the arrangements for the Border Rivers

Commission (see also Chapter 16) the dam was designed by the NSW Commission
and constructed by the Queensland Commission. It is an earth and rockfill dam and

very popular with fishermen who hunt the Murray
Cod and Saratoga with which the dam has been
stocked. A stay at Fred Haigh Cottage is very
popular. Malcolm Pegg was the initial Project
Engineer but Paul Johnson finished it off. Because
the camp was a long way from the nearest centre
and there were about 50 houses, the camp
supported a school with two teachers.
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Denis Gilbard commented upon the problems
of isolation. We had a big flood and some bright
spark decided to get out and dig a few drains to
get rid of some of the water and went straight
through the phone cables. We had no
communications, we were flooded off from
everywhere and one kid was crook that night; they
were trying to get a helicopter at one stage.

219
Glenlyon Dam
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Glenlyon was cold. The valley was north/south, and down on the actual dam in
winter they would see the sun about 10.30 or 11.00 a.m. and it would be gone by
3.00 p.m. Ken Kennedy used to go home for morning tea at 10 a.m. When he came
back to the office, frost would start to form again after he’d parked his car at 10.10
a.m.
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Ken Kennedy fondly remembers a day in town when he saw an old ringer with
his horse tied up. He was squatted down on his haunches, rolling a smoke, with the
hat pulled down, and it looked a bit like rain, and I thought, “Well, if anybody will
know, this bloke will.” I said, “Good-day, mate, how are you going? Is it going to
rain?” “Oh, no,” he said,“it can’t rain.”  The wind was doing this, and the cloud was
doing that, and I walked away quite convinced. We had six inches that night. Of
course, Hollands were 12 months behind in their programme with the tunnel, and
there was no plug in, and it filled the dam. I always remember driving down the
next morning, and you could just see about a metre of the boom of the crane down
in the bed of the creek. They went down, I think, at 9.00 o’clock at night, and they
pulled the town water pump up to the base of the telephone pole. It was on a trailing
cable. When they went down at 5.00 o’clock the next morning, you could just see
the pole. That’s how quick it was.
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Ian Hoskins remembers the night of 23 April 1974. I’d watched the football on
the first cold night of winter with the big fuel stove lit. I’d just got into bed when
Margaret woke up and said, “I can smell smoke.” “Don’t be mad. There’s no smoke.
The fire’s out.” But she jumped out of bed and the wall was on fire. I grabbed the car
keys to go and get the fire chief, saying “Ring Jimmy Cook next door.” The fire chief
staggered out of bed and went to get some fire extinguishers. I took off to the fire
station to ring the siren. Malcolm Pegg was eager to help but he had a different size
ball on the back of his car to what was on the fire trailer. So we towed the trailer by
hand. When we got back, Cookie had already put the fire out by shoving a hose
through the dining room window and knocking holes in the masonite wall.
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The Hoskinses had left the kids in bed and Margaret had closed the door so they
wouldn’t hear the noise. Later on when they started making inquiries about it, Joe
Gerhardt was the safety supervisor on the site, and he had made the statement only
a couple of weeks before that he didn’t think the fire brigade was very efficient, and
that he would test them one night. When the alarm went off they just thought, “Oh,
that’s Joe Gerhardt!” 
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As Glenlyon was isolated by distance and poor roads, shopping trips were limited.
But Glenlyon was more civilised than some camps with milk being delivered by the
mailman from Tenterfield, albeit once a week or fortnight. Ken Kennedy used to buy
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sixteen cartons and freeze it. There was a shop on site but only emergency supplies
were bought there as the goods were expensive with a Texas or Inverell mark up and
then another for the camp. The shopkeepers returned to Inverell on Friday night
and re-opened the shop on Sunday to supply the Sunday papers. A trip to Stanthorpe
to do the banking was combined with grocery shopping.
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Kinchant Dam was constructed on Sandy Creek
(yes, another one) near Mackay but draws

very little water from the catchment. Instead it is
supplied with water diverted from the Pioneer River
via the Mirani Pump Station. The Pioneer River also
has three weirs constructed on it – Dumbleton
(which has also been raised twice), Mirani and
Marian. In 1996, Teemburra Dam was completed
on a tributary of the Pioneer. These works service a
number of areas, the principal production from
which is sugar cane.

Kinchant Dam was constructed in stages, usually determined by the availability of
funds. Graeme ‘The General’ Allan was Project Engineer for some time. When he
left, Allan Murray, who had been in charge of the irrigation area design, transferred
over to the Project Engineer position.

The ‘General’ was also Project
Engineer at Cania Dam. This dam

is located near Monto and supplies
water to irrigators (and urban users)
on the alluvium associated with Three
Moon Creek. The creek reputedly got
its name from a Chinese gold
prospector who claimed to see three
moons – one in the sky, one in the
creek and one in his prospecting pan.

The dam is an earth and rockfill
structure, completed in 1982. It has
never filled. Water is released occasionally to the stream where five weirs have also
been constructed. Some of the water is diverted from Youlambie Weir to recharge
the local aquifers. There is a story relating to the recharge trials in Chapter 4.

Kinchant Dam

Cania Dam
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Boondooma Dam was a dual-purpose dam. Its principal purpose was to supply
cooling water to Tarong Power Station near Nanango via a pipeline. Some

additional capacity was included to provide irrigation supplies to irrigators adjacent
to the Boyne River, principally growing citrus. The water-sharing arrangements have
been somewhat contentious and, during a protracted period during the 1990s, irrigation
supplies were almost non-existent. Because Boondooma was falling in storage level,
the power industry constructed a $100 million pipeline from Wivenhoe Dam to Tarong,
but, before it was used, there was an inflow into Boondooma.

The highlight of the Boondooma project was arguably the inauguration ceremony
performed by the Minister, Neville Hewitt, and described by Project Engineer Paul
Johnson. We decided we would let off a blast. Jimmy Prosser got everything set up
on the side of the river opposite the lookout. They set a lot of small explosives just
below the surface and covered them with dust. We’d arranged that the Minister
would have two buttons to press – one to unveil the plaque and the other to look
like it set off the explosion. But it was too far to run a cable all the way so we let it
drop over the hill to where it would illuminate a lamp. The person on the other side
of the river would actually press the button to detonate the charges. He was kept in
touch via a walkie-talkie. The Minister had been briefed on the two buttons – first
draw the curtain, then fire the charge. But he did it the wrong way round and lit
the lamp before the fellow was quite ready. There were several seconds before there
was this enormous bang. The size surprised everyone. The Minister explained that
he hadn’t realised it would take so long for the electrons to travel that distance.

Opening ceremonies were important events, particularly for politicians. Paul had a
deal of experience at these public ceremonies and there was really only one mistake
you could make – to run out of booze. You could be forgiven for a lot as long as the
beer didn’t go off. We always had lashings of excellent food. Money was no object. 
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Boondooma Dam
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Awoonga High Dam was being constructed on the Boyne River at the same time as
 Boondooma Dam was being constructed on the Boyne River. This was somewhat

confusing for staff members who received telephone calls concerning ‘the dam on
the Boyne River’ who may have launched into a response equally confusing for the
enquirer, before ascertaining whether the Boyne River in question was near Gladstone
(Awoonga) or near Proston (Boondooma).

The dam is owned by the Gladstone Area Water Board (GAWB) and provides
water for the extensive industrial development (power station, alumina plant) around
Gladstone. It also provides cooling water for Callide Power Station after it has been
pumped through a pipeline system over the Great Dividing Range and released to
Stag Creek, a tributary of Callide Creek, from where it flows into Callide Dam.

Awoonga Dam is an earth and rockfill structure with a capacity of 250,000
megalitres. It was designed on behalf of GAWB by the Department of Local
Government. The principal designer was Bill Webber, but others including Ross
Walduck actually did the calculations. The Commission was the construction authority.

Tenders were received from a number of firms. After exclusion of two non-
conforming tenders, those of Thiess Brothers and Leighton Constructions were the
lowest and second lowest bids. However, the former had recently been acquired by
the latter and there was considerable speculation within the Commission on whether
the lower tenderer might withdraw, leaving Leightons (with a higher bid) as the
lowest tenderer.
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 This eventuality did not occur and Thiess and Leightons have

Awoonga High Dam
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continued to operate as separate firms, evidently with Chinese Walls between them,
competing with each other for later contracts.

The Project Engineer was Nev Caton. Works Clerk Dudley McIntosh added a deal
of colour to proceedings both in and out of the project office.
Engineer Garry Grant spent three years on the job engaged in
contract supervision. He tells of numerous instances when a
directive he gave to the contractors was appealed to Dave Tardrew,
but Dave’s word was law. Garry reports that Dave was firm but
fair. He insisted on very high standards and would not
compromise. But when he left Awoonga to transfer to the
Burdekin Falls job, the first to pay him tribute was the
Contractor’s representative.
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In the course of the job, numerous changes were made to the
design. Changes to contract conditions naturally led to claims
from contractors. John Potts, who had the role of Head Office
supervision of the job, remarked to Garry Grant that he thought
the Commission was particularly vulnerable as apart from the
dam being at the original AMTD on the same river, almost nothing
else of the project was the same as in the tender documents.
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As industrial growth has continued in the Gladstone area,
GAWB has seen a need to augment its water supply capability and has conducted
extensive investigations into alternatives. The favoured option is a raising of Awoonga
with the possibility of a further raising in the future.

Wivenhoe Dam is the major source of urban water supply for south-east
Queensland, now and into the medium-range future. During the 1960s,

against a background of a burgeoning population, investigations were carried out
(by the Department of Local Government as well as the Commission) into future
sources of water supply. The sites which appeared to be the most favourable were
Wolffdene on the Albert River and Wivenhoe on the Brisbane. The Brisbane flood
of 1974 tipped the balance in favour of Wivenhoe because of its ability to provide
flood mitigation to Brisbane and Ipswich. The aftermath of the Wolffdene option is
discussed in Chapter 6.

The dam has a central gated concrete spillway with earth and rockfill abutments.
The Brisbane Valley Highway was rerouted to travel along the embankment and
across the spillway.

Dave Tardrew
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The construction authority for Wivenhoe was actually the Co-Ordinator General’s
Department on behalf of the then Brisbane and Area Water Board. In turn, the
Commission was engaged to design and supervise the construction of the works.
Malcolm Pegg was the original Project Engineer. He was succeeded by Jim Mienert
with ‘Charlie’ Chalmers also on site, the magnitude of the work justifying senior
staff. Paul Johnson was also on site but he was principally involved in the construction
of Split Yard Creek Dam. This dam was being constructed at the same time as Wivenhoe
as part of the electricity industry’s pumped storage scheme. Water is pumped from
Wivenhoe during off-peak times (night) to a high-level storage. This water can then
be returned through the pumps in turbine mode to generate power to meet peak

demands. This is a very efficient system and of
enormous benefit to the State grid.

Anyone visiting the project office who had been
to almost any previous job would have seen a very
familiar face in the senior works clerk. David James
(call me ‘Mick’) Conlan served on construction jobs
for 44 years and became a legend. The jobs, far too
numerous to enumerate, include Coolmunda,
Beardmore and Glenlyon. After Wivenhoe, Mick
worked on Clarendon Dam and Walla Weir before
finally hanging up his pencil and retiring.
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John McHugh was promoted to Works
Supervisor looking after the spillway. When that
finished I went back to the old day labour
activities, looking after the picnic area – 77 of our
own men plus up to 30 subbies.
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The architecture of the camp did not remain
constant. Ian Hoskins reported we lost a caravan
and an ablution block to fire.
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 The listed Bellevue

Homestead lay within the ponded area. It was
resumed and relocated to outside the dam area and the National Trust took over the
management of the property.

A major feature of the dam is its ability to mitigate floods through the provision of
five radial arm gates. The storage capacity of the dam is 1,165,000 megalitres but it
has the ability to store a further 1,450,000 megalitres against the gates during flood
events and release that water much more slowly than would have occurred under
natural conditions. It is estimated that had Wivenhoe been in place prior to the

Wivenhoe Dam



Chapter   Eight

227

A   C O N S T R U C T I V E   A P P R O A C H

January 1974 flood, the peak level at the Port Office gauge in Brisbane would have
been some 2 metres lower.

Tenders were called for the gates and, after allowing for the then current ‘local
preference’ loadings to give preference to Queensland and Australian fabricators,
the tender from Samsung of Korea was still substantially lower. Local industry was
displeased and the media took up their cause and criticised the Government for not
‘buying Australian’.

It was therefore with great delight that Queensland Newspapers was able to
announce to the public that the Wivenhoe gates manufactured by foreigners had
failed. Those that failed were in fact sluice gates for the Wivenhoe Power Station, also
being manufactured in Korea by Samsung. These gates indeed displayed cracks along
the welds and ultimately had to be scrapped. Frank Trimarchi scored a second trip to
Korea, but this time accompanied by inspector Keith Edwards. The spillway gates,
whose quality had been controlled by Lloyds Register, were faultless and were
ultimately delivered and installed without any problems. Replacement sluice gates
were also provided.
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As an aside to the Korean trip, Frank reported that he had collected a large
quantity of plans to take with him. On checking them the night before I went, I
found that many had stuck together, so I had used a large knife to separate them.
When we arrived in Seoul, we had to walk through the metal-detecting arch
carrying our luggage, as is the practice there. The buzzer went off so they stopped
Keith and searched his luggage, finding nothing. When we got to the hotel, I
unpacked the plans and guess what fell out? – the knife. I told Keith I’d brought it
as protection. Keith, who had never been out of Australia, would have caught the
next plane back if he could. The knife is still in Korea – I wasn’t going to push my
luck a second time!
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Burdekin Falls Dam is a mass-concrete gravity dam with the largest storage capacity
of any dam in Queensland, although Wivenhoe has a bigger capacity if flood

storage is also added. It is capable of being raised. In fact, a small increase in height
would produce a very large increase in storage capacity and yield. It would also be
possible to construct a hydro-electric power station at the site, particularly in
conjunction with a raised dam.

The Burdekin was a very big camp and was very well appointed. The school had
over 100 children with six teachers – three couples. Paul Johnson, who was Mayor of
the village, commented looking after the camp itself was a fairly major operation.
We had the usual canteen and tennis courts. We had a big shop, two swimming
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pools and a police station with a policeman on site.
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 His wife Joan added but it was
still the Project Engineer who had to deal with the usual domestics.

Paul continued we had a medical centre. A doctor used to come twice a week and
we had two nurses. The contractor had a nurse there full time, but Joan assisted
when she was there or on the doctor’s day. He flew up from Ayr. He had his own
pilot’s licence. Later on there was a female doctor. Eighty-three patients was the most
we had on one day. One man got crushed and he was evacuated by plane from the
airstrip built for the camp. For lesser accidents, the electrician had a (pilot’s) licence
and we paid him a retainer. He was the one who flew out the guy who cut his throat.
Joan explained he was drunk in the bar and fell over, breaking his glass and cutting
his throat. It was an accident.

The last accident, ironically, involved the nurse. The power went off in the camp
and I drove up to see what was going on. I could see sparks where a power line had
come down. I turned back to get the electrician without noticing that the pole had
been hit by the nurse’s car and it had gone over the edge. The flying doctor had to
come for her. She had a dislocated hip.
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Burdekin Falls Dam

The Burdekin Falls Dam – Queensland’s largest storage
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The life of a Project Engineer is certainly not confined to technical matters as Paul
Johnson illustrated. We had two suspected murders. One victim was found near the
river with a rock tied round his neck. The other one had gone missing and he was
actually found by an off-duty policeman who noticed the smell. It was never resolved
who was responsible. The one with the rock round his neck, they thought might have
committed suicide. Another who went missing supposedly fell down the gate shaft
and went down the river. It may have been an accident but some think he was pushed.
With the barricades across the opening, it would have been very difficult for someone
to fall down accidentally. They searched the river downstream for some time. They
found no body but found some articles of clothing.
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The Burdekin Project had a notable aftermath. Ian Pullar, who happened to reside
on the same floor as Construction Branch, recalls the day when the tenders for the
project were opened. One from Leighton Constructions was substantially lower than
the other tenders and the estimate. Experienced construction engineers prophesied
that the Project Engineer, whoever he may be, would have his share of problems because
the contractors would have to go flat out for extras. Such, in fact, proved to be the case
and as the job wore on, it became abundantly clear that there would be a major claim.
There were some tensions in the camp because of the impending litigation, but there
were no real fights.
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The Dam stores 1,860,000 megalitres – approx 3.5 Sydharbs
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Paul Johnson spent four years on the Burdekin litigation. We had a group in the
State Law Building. When we ran out of room, we moved to the MLC Building. Apart
from Paul, those involved were (Engineer) Dave Murray, a fellow called John McAllister
who had been a foreman at the Burdekin, (Technical Officer) Ken Carmichael and a
large number of Crown Law officers and so many consultants you wouldn’t believe.
Quite a number of temps put information on to databases and catalogued all the
documents. We had this dreadful process of discovery where both sides examined the
documents of the other. It effectively meant you copied everything. We had four or five
photocopiers on the go for weeks.

The best thing that came out of the litigation was I got a round the world trip. We
had expert consultants lined up to assist us and it was decided the barrister needed to
talk to them. We had one in Denmark, one in UK, one in France and about four in USA.
It was cheaper for us to see them than for them to come to us. We had the barrister, two
Crown Law officers and me. Because the barrister had to fly first class, we all did – to
Denmark, Paris, UK, Washington DC, Seattle, Sacramento and San Francisco. We got to
see a bit of the world too. First class is a bit better than down the back.

It was the most ghastly four years I can imagine because it was such a waste. In
the fourth year we got to the hearing, the arbitration. I had to admire the stamina of
the person giving the main evidence for the contractor – four days a week for virtually
a whole year. I was due to start giving evidence the next week but on the Friday I got
a call from Tom Fenwick. He said, “Are you sitting down? It’s all over.” I was just so
relieved. People contemplating any form of arbitration need to know it should not be

taken lightly.
238

 The case was settled out of court
between the Commonwealth Government (who
was paying for the dam) and the contractor.

Bjelke-Petersen Dam on Barker Creek near
Murgon is an earth and rockfill dam

constructed near a limestone quarry. According to
John Morse, during early investigations of the site
he took two geologists from the Snowy Mountains
Hydro-Electric Authority for a field inspection. As
they approached in the car, one of the geologists,
Dennis Woodhams, said, “I can see limestone. I’m
not going there.”
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 In the event, there was no

karstic limestone in the foundations. Nevertheless,
the foundations did pose problems, resulting in a
blow-out in the original estimated cost.Bjelke-Petersen Dam



Chapter   Eight

231

A   C O N S T R U C T I V E   A P P R O A C H

Dave Tardrew was the Project Engineer and Bill Reed was an engineer on the
project. While construction was under way, Tom Fenwick engaged Angela Arthington
of Griffith University to undertake a research project that it was hoped would lead to
the development of a methodology for determining environmental flow requirements.
Ian Pullar was assigned the task of supervising the project and eventually became the
engineer who co-authored a paper to the International Commission on Large Dams.
He remembers the day he took Angela to Bjelke-Petersen Dam to discuss her
requirements with Messrs Tardrew and Reed. While they were totally co-operative –
and indeed went out of their way to help – their belief that the project was academic
nonsense was evident in their body language.
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Proserpine, the Gateway to the Whitsundays, lies on an extensive flood plain. This
means that there are expanses of soils suitable for growing sugar cane, and also

a considerable risk of flood damage when the Proserpine River breaks its banks. This
has happened on a number of occasions as a result of cyclones and at great cost to
the town and community. The River Improvement Trust attempted to alleviate the
problem by providing overflow channels and other works, but when the flow in the
river exceeds 40,000 cusecs (or 1,100 cumecs) it breaks the banks and floods
Proserpine.

A design feature of Proserpine Dam was therefore to limit the discharge through
the spillway, even for extreme flood events, to this amount. The dam itself is
constructed of earth and rockfill with a side channel spillway on the right abutment.

The dam was named Peter Faust in honour of
the owner of the land which is now covered by the
lake and who was also the local Shire Chairman. It
is an interesting coincidence that in an area that
has drawn a number of its place names from
classical Greek connections with the Underworld
(Proserpine, Mount Pluto, Lethe Brook etc) that
the landowner’s name should also be classically
connected to Hell.

Ken Kennedy transferred to Peter Faust Dam
to take up residence in the on-site accommodation.
But there was no water and the workforce had to
live in Proserpine for 12 months. It was an
enormous adjustment for us, just the basics that
we’d never even contemplated. If you wanted a Peter Faust Dam
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bottle of milk, you could just hop in the car and go down to the shop. If you wanted
a video, you know – that was basically unheard of. The kids were able to be involved
in sport. If you wished, you could go to the movies, and I suppose the biggest thing
was church. Once we moved out to the dam, we were 25 miles out of town!
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George Miller had three very enjoyable years at Peter Faust as Works Clerk under
Ken Kennedy and Project Engineer Steve Schultz. There were lots of good activities
at weekends, with the Whitsundays so close. That was when the wind didn’t blow.
But when it did, you knew about it.
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Teemburra Dam (Project Engineer, Graeme Allan) was completed in 1996 and
Walla Weir (Project Engineer, Mike Jones) in 1998, both partially funded through

the Sugar Industry Infrastructure Package. But by the early 1990s the major dam-
building period had come to an end.




