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NEXT SPEAKER MEETING   
Wednesday 10th March, 7pm 
 
Welcome back after a year dominated by virus news and 
Zoom conferences.  Our final function for 2020 was the 
‘History and Snags’ daylight saving walk along the old 
Balmoral tramway cutting led by trams historian, Ron 
Besdansky on 18th November.  The weather was fine, 
Ron’s talk was stimulating and John Dansie’s BBQ, 
aided by Peter Alderson, was excellent as usual. 
 
The 1857 Dunbar Disaster is the title of the first speaker 
meeting for 2021, presented by John Lanser, a past 
president of the Australasian Pioneers’ Club.  The 
Dunbar was wrecked at night on rocks at The Gap.  It 
carried 63 passengers and 59 crewmen and only one 
survived.  Bodies and cargo were washed up on harbour 
beaches including Edwards Beach at Balmoral.   
One current MHS member has a personal connection - 
family goods including silver cutlery, were part of the 
lost cargo.                                              See attached flyer.	
                           
We hope the meeting can be held at Mosman Library, 
perhaps with restricted attendance, if not it will again 
be held via Zoom.  Either way, if you would like to 
attend, please advise David before 8th March. 
dcarment@bigpond.net.au   (or 0418857182) 
 
Congratulations to two MHS members who were the 
recipients of Australia Day honours: Perry McIntyre AM 
(committee member) and Robert Bagnall OAM. 
 
MHS Secretary, Anne Fernandez was awarded a RAHS 
Certificate of Achievement for contribution to local 
community history.  Her work in digitising Mosman’s 
early newspapers for TROVE, has preserved them and 
made them accessible to the public.   
 

 
Anne Fernandez with Pam Lofthouse, Noela Gill & David Carment 

 

We are very pleased to welcome a new member of the 
MHS committee, Debbie Higginson. 
 
Please contact us if you or your friends are interested 
in joining the MHS committee.   
 
Mosman War Memorial  
 
At the 2020 Remembrance Day service in Mosman, 133 
additional names were unveiled on the War Memorial.  
These were Mosman men and women who had served 
during the First World War, but whose names had been 
omitted from the memorial.  Stage 2 of this project, 
coordinated by local resident Graham Kells, seeks to 
identify the names of Mosman men and women who 
enlisted in the Second World War, Vietnam, Korea or 
Malaya/Borneo. 
 
Graham already has nearly 1,200 names (including 50 
Vietnam, 20 Korean, and 3 Malaya/Borneo), gathered 
from lists and sources such as school honour boards.  For 
example, the Riverview honour board has 636 names, of 
which several have been identified as Mosman residents.  
It is painstaking work to check each name against the 
online DVA Honour Roll, to determine if that person’s 
address was in Mosman. 
 
Graham is seeking volunteer assistance in two ways.  The 
first is to check the addresses in lists of names he already 
has, if you have some time and online access.   The 
second is to let him know of any names you know, of 
veterans who were a resident of Mosman at the time they 
enlisted in any of those wars.  These could be people you 
know such as father, uncle, friend etc, or you might know 
of a list of names on an honour board, or in a book, 
which is likely to include Mosman names.  Any 
assistance at all will be gratefully received by Graham. 
Contact Graham Kells,  
Chairman,  Mosman Anzac Memorial Hall Trust   
on  0411 561 924  or  trustees@mamht.com	
  
Identification of THE BLIND MAN (continued)  
 
Local knowledge established that The Blind Man lived at 
11 Ellalong Road, Cremorne. Land titles records gave the 
owner’s name, from 1952, as William Wallace Turnbull, 
radio technician.  His parents had owned the house since 
the 1920s so he probably grew up there. 
 
Trove and Google revealed more.  Before losing his sight 
in 1946, he was a cinema operator in Colac, Vic.  By 
1949 he was back with his parents at Cremorne and  
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running a radio engineering business from home.  He 
also gave talks and demonstrations of recording 
equipment to clubs around Sydney (e.g. Fairfield Lions 
in 1957), and promoted the Blind Book Society.  By 
1973 he was specialising in servicing Hi Fidelity 
equipment, tape recorders and communication receivers, 
advertising in engineering and radio magazines. 
 
Bill played bowls with other blind bowlers, and it was 
reported in the SMH in 1970...he holds an ultrasonic aid 
which allowed him “to gauge the size and distance of 
objects before him”. 
 
He must have had a job in the city as he regularly caught 
the Blue Bus from the stop outside Middle Harbour 
School to Cremorne Wharf, then the ferry to Circular 
Quay.  Despite his blindness, he lived alone in the family 
home following his parents’ deaths in 1950s, adapting 
and living a productive life at least into 1980s. 
 
Ferry to Parramatta 
ST JOHN’S CEMETERY    
 
Barney Kearn’s ferry service from the Chinamans Beach 
area to Clontarf, was one of Sydney Harbour’s first, 
commencing in 1830.  It was a 17foot rowing boat and 
the fare charged was 1 shilling per person.  The first 
Sydney ferry, however, began service in September 
1789, sailing from Sydney Cove to the farming 
settlement of Parramatta.  It was crafted by convicts and 
powered by sails and oars.  It was known as the Rose Hill 
Packet, Rose Hill being the furthest navigable point on 
the river and ‘Packet’ reflecting its mail and goods 
ferrying role.  The return trip could take a week.  In 
2021, the ferry from Circular Quay to Parramatta makes 
several stops and takes about 90 minutes.  
 
A worthwhile day trip destination might be St John’s 
Cemetery in Parramatta.  It is the oldest existing 
European cemetery in Australia and is State Heritage 
listed.  It is shown on old maps as simply ‘Burial 
Grounds’. The first entry recorded in the burial registry is 
simply ‘James Magee, Convicts child, 31.1.1790’.  There 
had been 10 burials by the end of 1790 and another 67 in 
1791.  As well as being the resting place of 82 First 
Fleeters, there was surprising social and ethnic diversity, 
including Chinese, Indian, German, Danish, Aboriginal, 
African, American, British and Muslim names. 
 
There is a proposed 60 story building site across the road 
from the cemetery and the sight line to St John’s 
Cathedral has long been lost to other high rise 
development but a convict-built brick wall around the 
perimeter helps keep it tranquil. 

Dunn, Judith, The Parramatta Cemeteries St Johns, 1991 
Souter, G. Mosman a History, pp.33-4;  Wikipedia 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
GREEN BANS 
Jack Mundey (1930-2020) remembered 
 
Currently, a CFMEU green ban is being considered for 
the historic Parramatta riverside mansion, Willow Grove, 
earmarked for dismantling to make way for the 
repositioned Powerhouse Museum. 
 
It is almost a year since Jack Mundey, trade union leader 
and environmental activist, died on 10th May 2020, aged 
90.  Without his leadership in the green bans movement 
of 1970s, part of Sydney’s Botanic Gardens would have 
been bulldozed for an opera house carpark, consequently 
forced underground.   Many heritage sites at The Rocks, 
Glebe, Woolloomooloo and Darlinghurst, plus many 
individual CBD heritage buildings would now have 
disappeared and been replaced by multi-storied 
developments. 
 
It is interesting to contemplate that some of those 
intended high-rise developments could now be targets for 
redevelopment.  Goldfields House near Circular Quay, a 
27 storey building completed in 1966, is now a 
construction site.  Closer to Mosman, the MLC Building 
on Miller Street North Sydney has been proposed for 
demolition and redevelopment.  It was officially opened 
on 22 August 1957 by PM Sir Robert Menzies and at that 
time was the largest office space of its type in the 
Southern Hemisphere. 

SMH 15.2.21,p.14, Wikipedia 
ABC News online 11.5.20 

 
Local Studies at BARRY O’KEEFE LIBRARY 
 
Stand Up Step Out:  	
Mosman’s legendary community groups. This is an on-
line exhibition looking at the variety of local societies 
and clubs established in Mosman since 1890.  It is the 
library’s contribution to the National Trust Heritage 
Festival and will be online from 19th April to 19th May 
at fb.com/mosmanlibrary   
  
Stand Up Step Out: 	
Putting the commune back into community.  This was a 
presentation from 4 community groups, including the 
MHS, which was presented live on Facebook on 10th  
February. It is now viewable on fb.com/mosmanlibrary  
  
Mosman Faces:  The latest addition to the Mosman 
Faces filmed local history, will be called “Mosman 
Olympic Families” and will go online from 27 April. 
View on  http://mosmanfaces.net/ 
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MOSMAN’S  HOUSEBOATS 
 
Houseboats have been a feature at Pearl Bay, The 
Spit, since the early 1900s. The earliest of them 
were owned by the wealthy who could afford to 
convert assorted craft into comfortable weekenders. 
Jeweller Percy Marks used his as a fishing retreat, 
and solicitor G.F. Williamson entertained the likes 
of Nellie Melba on his. A houseboat advertised for 
sale at Pearl Bay in 1909 had “5 rooms, lavatory, 
stove, water tanks, cedar boat, partitions that can be 
moved to make rooms smaller or larger. Price 
£160.” (SMH 30/1/1909). 
 
Most had had previous lives as punts, barges, 
lighters, tugboats, also a Hawkesbury paddle 
wheeler, before conversion for residential use. Even 
one of The Spit punts was converted to a houseboat 
c1910. Their sizes varied enormously from bed-
sitters to monsters over 20 metres in length. 
 
During the 1920s and early 30s houseboat numbers 
grew, some being used by fishermen, and during the 
Depression by the unemployed. As the times 
improved in the late 1930s, Mosman found itself 
with a legacy of houseboats, some in poor condition, 
and causing annoyance to local residents. The 
Maritime Services Board (MSB) advised Council in 
March 1938 that there were 9 registered houseboats 
at Pearl Bay. Numbers dropped over the years as 
some sank or burnt down, moved away or failed to 
meet licensing standards. Some craft were 
abandoned and left to rot on the mudflats. In late 
1938, licensing of houseboats became stricter. Each 
vessel must be examined annually by a licensed 
marine surveyor, and only passed if the vessel was 
stout, stable, in good condition, in a state of 
cleanliness and properly equipped for purpose.  
  
Nevertheless they remained a problem for Mosman. 
During the 1930s, 40s and 50s Mosman Council 
minutes repeatedly refer to the issue, citing 
correspondence from Beauty Point residents who 
regarded them as an eyesore. In an attempt to rid the 
area of the houseboats, Council requested the MSB 
not to issue or renew any more licences for Pearl 
Bay. The MSB indicated in 1941 that houseboats 
already there would not be removed, but no more 
would be allowed to moor in the vicinity. By the 
mid to late 1940s, post war housing shortages saw 
the demand for houseboats increase again, so the 
problem persisted. Pollution from houseboats was 
an issue, and from 1954 the MSB ruled that for 
renewal of a license, the applicant must produce 
evidence that they had made suitable arrangements 
with the local council for the removal or disposal of 
garbage. 

 
In March 1953 the MSB reported on the 9 
houseboats then at Pearl Bay. Of these, 5 were 
seaworthy and at a mooring, 2 were unseaworthy 
and beached on the foreshore, one had been 
demolished and the remains left by the shore, and 
one was under repair. The hulls of several other craft 
were abandoned near the reserve. There was some 
disagreement between Council and the MSB about 
whose job it was to remove those wrecks, but MSB 
took responsibility only for those vessels on their 
allotted moorings, well beyond the low water mark, 
and which must be afloat at all tides. 
 

 
‘Houseboats moored in Pearl Bay Mosman’ 

NSW State Archives, MSB report 1953 
 
Houseboat Life.     Owners referred to their craft as 
“houses”, not boats. They had bedrooms and 
kitchens, not cabins and galleys. Many had children, 
pets, rooftop gardens, and all had endless supplies of 
fish. Journalist Blanche d’Alpuget (Snr) spent 3 
months living on a houseboat at Pearl Bay, and 
wrote of her experience (SMH 13/2/1937). Despite the 
tranquillity and solitude it was only 35 minutes to 
Wynyard, and “the dinghy takes me to shore, and a 
five minute bushwalk to The Spit, where one can get 
all modern requirements for the larder”. A twopenny 
tram ride took her to Spit Junction. Her houseboat 
was large and well furnished, with “a kitchen 
equipped with every convenience except a modern 
stove”. However a primus and French oil stove 
served her well. Lighting was provided by nickel 
Miller kerosene lamps. Water supply depended on 
rainfall, but the bath could be filled with salt water if 
required. “The garbage collector does not call. All 
refuse goes overboard”. A boat-doctor assisted with 
repairs or problems, and helped with the dinghy in 
choppy weather. A neighbouring houseboat was an 
old tug turned into a luxurious home, with a 
generator to provide electricity. Many had all the 
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furnishings and amenities of a house, with kerosene 
or petrol powered appliances. 
 
Houseboat living had its drawbacks however. Being 
moored offshore, residents must fetch and carry 
everything by boat. Water cans could be filled from 
a standpipe on shore. At least one and often two 
dinghies were required so everyone could get to and 
from shore when needed. Motors were not allowed 
so houseboats had to be towed if being moved, and 
they were most uncomfortable during rough 
weather. However for many, the benefits 
outweighed the inconveniences. Houseboat living in 
1946 was cheap. An annual license cost £1, with 
10/- for moorings, and a guinea for a surveyor’s 
certificate. Once a year it had to be taken out of the 
water to have the hull cleaned, which cost a few 
pounds, and at which time the marine surveyor did 
the annual inspection. No lawns to mow, just bilges 
to pump. And no rates! (SMH 5/11/1946). 
 

 

 
Pearl Bay seawall construction 1969 

Mosman Local Studies collection 
 
Since the 1920s Mosman Council had been making 
improvements at the Spit, gradually forming a 
reserve on the western side. By 1969 a seawall along 
Pearl Bay was almost complete, providing 
permanent deep water up to the shoreline, instead of 
mudflats. This enabled houseboats to moor at the 
shore, rather than out in the bay, with gangplanks 

direct to the land. It also provided access to shore 
based services such as water, sewerage, phone, 
electricity and garbage collection. While previously 
houseboats were under the complete control of the 
MSB, now Mosman Council had some influence, 
and as a result began charging rates! They were no 
longer such a cheap accommodation option, and a 
new type of owner moved in. Prices reached the 
hundreds of thousands of dollars. Over the following 
years Pearl Bay residents included David Hill, Ian 
Kiernan, John Singleton and Maggie Eckhart. 
Singleton owned two houseboats at different times. 
The second one, during an overcrowded farewell 
party in 1990, capsized and sank. Sold, raised and 
restored, it now remains the last one in the Bay. It 
was also one of the first, built on an old Spit punt 
around 1910. 

 
‘Tanderra’ which disappeared in 2020 

Item above from real estate mag. Domain News Jan 16, 2016 
 
Since the 1930s Mosman Council had 
unsuccessfully appealed to the MSB to ban 
houseboats from Pearl Bay. A 2010 Spit Reserves 
Plan of Management proposed that the 3 remaining 
houseboats be phased out at the end of their leases. 
However a number of submissions objected to this 
plan, arguing that “the houseboats are a part of the 
rich cultural heritage of Pearl Bay” and should be 
retained. Subsequently NSW Maritime issued new 
20 year leases for these 3 houseboats. Unfortunately, 
in 2017, one of them sank, was raised then sank 
again so, being unseaworthy, was removed. 
Another, the little Tanderra, was the subject of 
ongoing dispute with Council, receiving much 
publicity. Several attempts to auction it were 
thwarted and it became increasingly dilapidated and 
unsafe, to a on 10 February point where, in early 
2020, access was withdrawn. Shortly after, it 
disappeared, fate unknown, leaving now only one 
houseboat at Pearl Bay. 
   P. Morris, Mosman Historical Society 
   References available on request. 


