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i Painting of Glen Ferrie (Unknown date, possibly c.1845).
[Slhc reg. No. 8054]



STONNINGTON ThemaTIc eNvIrONmeNTal hISTOry �

cONTeNTS

Contents
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS� iii

INTRODUCTION� vii

PREFACE� xi

1� creaTION� 01

2� alTerING The eNvIrONmeNT� 13

3� SeTTlING The laND� 29

4� TraNSPOrT & cOmmUNIcaTIONS� 51

5� GOverNING & aDmINISTerING aUSTralIa� 75

6� DevelOPING lOcal, reGIONal & NaTIONal ecONOmIeS� 91

7� reTaIlING & hOSPITalITy� 105

8� BUIlDING SUBUrBS� 121

9� eDUcaTION�� 159

10� cOmmUNITy & cUlTUre� 175

11� why IS STONNINGTON SIGNIFIcaNT?� 211

BIBLIOGRAPHY� 223

INDEX� 226

GLOSSARY� 229

APPENDIX�1� 230

APPENDIX�2� 234

APPENDIX�3� 234



STONNINGTON ThemaTIc eNvIrONmeNTal hISTOry�i

FIGUreS

List�of�Figures

Figure 1:  Study area ix

Figure 2:  Geology 05

Figure 3:  waterways & Swamps 07

Figure 4:  vegetation 11

Figure 5:  remnant vegetation Sites 23

Figure 6:  land Surveys Prior to 1840 33

Figure 7:  First land Sales (1840) 38

Figure 8:  land Sales 1849–1850 39

Figure 9:  land Sales 1854–1880 48

Figure 10:  aboriginal landscape (pre–1835) 216

Figure 11:  contact & change (1835–1870) 217

Figure 12:  Boom & Bust (1870–1900) 218

Figure 13:  a New Beginning (1900–1940) 219

Figure 14:  creating a modern city (1940 onwards) 220

Figure 15A:  changes to ward / riding Boundaries (1869–1994) 235

Figure 15B:  changes to ward / riding Boundaries (1994–2004) 236



STONNINGTON ThemaTIc eNvIrONmeNTal hISTOry �ii

INTrODUcTION

PURPOSE

The Stonnington Thematic Environmental History (the study) 
provides an explanation of the themes and activities that 
have been important in shaping the present-day city of 
Stonnington (the study area), which was created in 1994 
and comprises the former city of Prahran and the city of 
malvern. The study area is shown in Figure 1.

It is important to understand that it is not intended as a 
complete social or political history of the municipality, but 
rather as a summary of human use and impact upon the 
landscape from the time of the arrival of the first Indigenous 
inhabitants. It is not a chronological record and has not been 
prepared in that way.

rather, the history is organised according to themes so 
as to provide a context to assist with the identification of 
heritage places that illustrate the rich natural and cultural 
history of the study area. These heritage places include 
buildings and structures, precincts, objects, ruins, trees and 
landscapes. The themes are also embodied in the historic 
or continuing use of places and people’s social and spiritual 
associations with them.

The themes used in this environmental history have been 
adapted from the Australian Historic Themes (ahT) set  
down as guidelines by the australian heritage council (ahc) 
and the Thematic List of Post Contact Aboriginal Places/ 
Sites prepared in 1999 for aboriginal affairs victoria (aav) 
and the australian heritage commission.

The ahc notes that:

The consistent organising principle for the Thematic 
Framework is activity. By emphasising the human activities 
that produced the places we value, and the human response 
to Australia’s natural environment, places are related to the 
processes and stories associated with them, rather than to 
the type or function of place.

Finally, it is important to understand that the history is  
not arranged as a hierarchy giving priority, weighting  
and privilege to some themes, nor is it simply a checklist. 
One place may have many themes reflecting the integrated, 
diverse and complex way that places evolve over time.

On this basis, each chapter includes:

•  a brief introduction, which provides an overview and 
includes a list of the relevant aav or ahc theme

•  an outline of the history of the study area associated  
with the particular theme

•  a summary of the historic or natural values and a list of 
the heritage places associated with the theme. The lists 
of heritage places are not exhaustive; rather they are 
representative of the many places that this study and 
previous studies have identified.

The Stonnington Thematic Environmental History comprises volume 1 of the Stonnington 
heritage Study 2005 (hereafter referred to as the study). This section provides an overview 
of the purpose, background and key outcomes of this study.
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Introduction
Introduction

BACKGROUND

The study is an outcome of council’s response to a recent 
review of the Stonnington municipal Strategic Statement 
and the findings of two key planning reports, which (among 
other things) identified a need for the city of Stonnington 
to address gaps in its heritage Strategy including that the 
significance of some parts of the municipality had not been 
comprehensively assessed. In addition, the planning reports 
observed existing data shortfalls in the citations for individual 
places and the comparative analysis for heritage places.

The objectives of the study are therefore to:

•  Identify the key themes and sub-themes in the historical 
development of the study area

•  explain how these themes have influenced settlement  
and development patterns within the study area

•  Provide a clear context for the identification, assessment 
and continuing management of places of heritage 
significance in the study area.

STUDY�OUTCOMES

It is expected that this thematic environmental history for  
the study area will provide:

•  an indication of places of potential Indigenous, natural 
and cultural significance within the study area including 
those identified by previous studies as well as new, 
previously unknown places

•  a context for the comparative assessment of places of 
aboriginal, natural and cultural significance

•  a strategic base for establishing a future work program  
for the next stage of the heritage Strategy to be undertaken 
for the study area.
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ii Steam bus travelling west in High Street, 1905.
[Slhc reg. No. 1304]
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P reface
PreFace

THE�CITY�OF�STONNINGTON�TODAY

The land that is now known as the city of Stonnington is  
the traditional country of the woi wurrung and Boon wurrung 
peoples. as we shall see in chapter 1.4, although the woi 
wurrung and Boon wurrung are two distinct nations of people 
they shared much in common. They belonged to a larger 
affiliation of tribes known as the Kulin Nation. The tribes  
of the Kulin Nation spoke similar languages and shared  
the same spirit ancestors. 

as shown in Figure 1, in 2006 the city of Stonnington  
covers 25.62 square kilometres east of the melbourne 
central activities District with the yarra river and Gardiners 
creek forming natural boundaries to the north. The city’s 
suburbs are armadale, Glen Iris, Kooyong, malvern,  
malvern east, Prahran, Toorak, South yarra and windsor. 

Stonnington is close to central melbourne and has a well 
developed transport network including trams, trains, buses 
and roads. Suburbs are mainly residential although there  
are pockets of light industry and commerce. The main 
industry in the city is retailing, and shopping centres  
such as Prahran’s Greville and chapel streets, high Street 
armadale, Glenferrie road in malvern and the chadstone 
Shopping centre attract people from all over melbourne.

Stonnington contains several of melbourne’s most  
prestigious private schools while others are just outside 
the city boundary. correspondingly, the number of state 
secondary schools is low.

as described in the Introduction, this environmental history provides an explanation of the 
themes and activities that have been important in shaping the city of Stonnington so as to 
provide a context to assist with the identification of heritage places that illustrate its rich 
cultural history. It should be read in conjunction with the other local histories and heritage 
studies prepared for the study area, which are listed in the bibliography to this report.



STONNINGTON ThemaTIc eNvIrONmeNTal hISTOryxii

HISTORICAL�OvERvIEW

Before considering the content of this Thematic 
environmental history it is important to remember that 
the city of Stonnington is made up of two quite distinct 
municipalities which were merged in 1994: the city of 
Prahran and the city of malvern. For this reason, much of 
the Thematic environmental history refers to the separate 
histories of these areas and, while they do have some  
shared history, they also had strong differences, rivalries  
and amazing episodes of cooperation – for example, creating 
the Prahran-malvern Tramways Trust (See chapter 4.6).

chapter 1 describes the creation of the physical landscape 
of the study area from both Indigenous and scientific 
perspectives. It provides a vivid portrayal of river and 
landscape formation, flora and fauna, geology and 
Indigenous creation stories. chapter 2 follows by describing 
how the natural environment was altered following european 
settlement, particularly noting the man-made changes to  
the physical landscape.

chapter 3 moves through the displacement of Indigenous 
people, waves of migration, pastoralism and land booms 
noting the rise of influential entrepreneurs and other 
successful people in the city.

chapter 4 looks at how transport influenced patterns of 
settlement in the area including residential and commercial 
and, particularly, retailing development. Following on 
from this, the origins of Prahran and malvern councils in 
the road Boards set up to manage the road network and 
the involvement in the development of melbourne’s tram 
network is noted in chapter 5. Perhaps allied to the area’s 
magnetism for the wealthy and famous, the study area has 
close connections with early government and with prominent 
politicians at a local, state and national level. chapter 5 
gives the details. 

economic development is dealt with in two chapters.  
chapter 6 focuses on industries from farming through  
to manufacturing. retailing is a major theme in the study 
area and chapter 7 examines the important role of  
shopping centres in creating the area’s identity.

The study area has always had some of melbourne’s 
grandest houses and chapter 8 considers the social 
and physical manifestation of wealth and status in the 
area. working-class housing and higher density living is 
also considered in its reflection of the original landscape 
topography. The chapter also covers gentrification and 
development of parks and open spaces.

The related themes of education, community and culture 
are dealt with in chapters 9 and 10. education is a strong 
theme in the study area, which is notable for the high 
number of private schools. meeting places and community 
buildings such as schools and churches are important 
in any community. These buildings and places are 
important markers on the landscape and have significant 
social value. chapter 10 describes the community and 
cultural development of the study area including worship, 
philanthropy, self-help and the development of two strong 
historical societies in Prahran and in malvern – reflecting the 
dual-municipality foundation of today’s city of Stonnington.

as described above, this thematic environmental history is 
set out in thematic, not chronological order. The following 
table is provided to assist in understanding how the historic 
themes set out in each chapter are associated with key 
dates in the historic development of the study area. Please 
note that this table is indicative only of broad timeframes 
associated with each theme and reference should be made 
to the appropriate chapter in this environmental history 
for more specific information about the actual periods of 
influence for each theme.
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Theme Period of Influence

Pre– 
1835

1835– 
1860

1861– 
1880

1881– 
1900

1901– 
1920

1921– 
1940

1941– 
1960

1961– 
1980

1981– 
1993 

1994– 
2005 2005– 

Creation

Altering the en�ironment

Settling the land

Transport 

Go�erning & administering

Local, regional 
& national economies

Retailing

Building suburbs

Education

Community & culture

Primary period of influence

Secondary or continuing period of influence
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iii ‘Plan of Suburban Allotments at Gardiner, Parish of Prahran, County of Bourke’ (Plan Room, Surveyor 
General’s Office, 1857), which includes references to soil and vegetation types. This plan shows part of the 
present-day City of Stonnington, generally in the south-east between Kooyong Road and Warrigal Road.
[malvern archives]

TERMINOLOGY

The terms used throughout this report in relation to heritage 
conservation are consistent with The Burra Charter:  
The Australia ICOMOS Charter for Places of Cultural  
Heritage Significance. a glossary of some key terms and  
their meanings is provided at the end of the history section  
of this report. Otherwise, plain english has been used 
wherever possible.

The following specific terms are used when talking about 
particular areas within the city of Stonnington:

•  The term ‘study area’ is used when speaking of anything 
broadly associated with what is the present-day city of 
Stonnington, but which occurred prior to June 1994  
(when the city was formed)

•  ‘city of Stonnington’ is used when speaking of anything 
specifically associated with the present-day municipality 
after June 1994

•  ‘Prahran municipality’ or ‘city of Prahran’ is used when 
speaking of anything specifically associated with the former 
city of Prahran (and its previous incarnations)

•  ‘malvern municipality’ or ‘city of malvern’ is used when 
speaking of anything specifically associated with the former 
city of malvern (and its previous incarnations).

Preface
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Creation
1 creaTION

For thousands of years, the study area was used and 
modified by woi wurrung and Boon wurrung people, who 
are part of the Kulin Nations. The eastern part of the study 
area was a place where aboriginal people, including those 
who had been displaced from other parts of melbourne, 
came to live and socialise. The occupation by Indigenous 
communities is also remembered in the names and 
meanings of places and landscapes. Understanding the 
evidence of the pre-contact landscape and how it influenced 
the early settlement of the study area is fundamental to 
an overall understanding of the later historic development 
of the municipality.

This chapter provides a scientific explanation of the 
geomorphology, waterways, flora and fauna associated 
with the study area. The vision presented of the pre-contact 
landscape is of a swampy scene around the waterways with 
thickets of trees, woody and heathy woodland, scrub and 
floodplain. wildlife was plentiful and, along with vegetation, 
adapted gradually to a regime of management by the 
Indigenous peoples. It is interesting to contrast this with the 
accompanying section on spiritual places, which explains 
that the area of the study is the traditional country of the 
woi wurrung and Boon wurrung people. This provides the 
parallel creation stories of places such as the yarra river and 
describes the spiritual importance of the land to aboriginal 
people and how they interpreted and understood it.

material dealing with the Indigenous history of Stonnington 
contained in this Thematic environmental history has been 
drawn from sources of public record. council has prepared 
an Indigenous history of Stonnington that will further 
enhance this information

This chapter incorporates the following themes:

Australian�Heritage�Criteria�(AHC)�
 living as australia’s earliest inhabitants; Tracing the evolution 
of the australian environment.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter focuses on the creation of the physical landscape of the study area by 
blending two perspectives: that of Indigenous people and that of science and geology. 
The aim is to provide an understanding of what the landscape was like prior to changes 
that occurred since the arrival of non-aboriginal people from the early nineteenth 
century onwards.
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Creation
v Scenes of the pastoral landscape around Avoca that show the transition 
from the natural to cultural landscape (not dated, but appear to be c.1870).
Avoca was situated on the banks of the Yarra just to the east of Punt Road. 
[Slhc reg. No. 2051.14, 2051.16]

iv J. Cotton c. 1845. Native encampment on the banks of the Yarra. Watercolour with graphite pencil 
and glazing medium. Note: This image may not be of the Yarra within the boundaries of the study area.
[laTrobe Picture collection State library of victoria. accession number: h252. Image Number: b28308]
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Geologyvi Aerial view c.1930 of the confluence of Gardiners Creek and the Yarra 
River showing the wide alluvial flats. Glenferrie Road passes from left to 
right through the middle of the image while the playing fields of Scotch 
College and Kooyong Tennis Stadium can be seen at the middle right. 
[Slhc reg. No. 226]

HISTORY

1.1�Geomorphology�–�creating�the�landscape

This section provides an overview of the physical features  
of the study area as they appear on the surface of the land, 
and how this is related to geological structures and process. 
This is illustrated in Figure 2.

The geology (and hence landform and soils) of Stonnington 
is the result of a long series of depositional and erosion 
sequences forming part of what is known as the Nillumbik 
Terrain (Burns, unpubl. p.6; hills, 1975:323), comprising  
the Dargile and Andersons Creek formations. These 
formations underlie most of melbourne and consist 
of sediments of layered siltstones, sandstones and 
mudstones and conglomerate of Silurian age (around 
400 million years ago), which have undergone uplifting, 
tilting, folding and faulting.

Following extensive erosion, the Nillumbik Terrain was 
characterised by a very low relief coastal zone traversed by 
very mature and old age streams. The area was then partially 
inundated by the ocean during Tertiary times (40–20 million 
years ago) resulting in the deposition of sands and gravels 
of the Brighton Group (shown in yellow on Figure 2). This 
flooding was partially caused by sea level rise and partly  
by the sinking of the earth’s crust in the Bass Strait area.

In the late Tertiary period (around 10 million years ago) the 
Nillumbik Terrain was uplifted and probably tilted towards 
the sea. as this occurred streams began cutting their courses 
through the Tertiary sands and Silurian bedrock to form 
valleys such as that of the yarra river and Gardiners creek.

as the streams gradually cut down through the sediments, 
alluvial material was deposited when the streams flooded 
(shown on Figure 2 in light green), so the older alluviums 
were left at higher levels (darker green).

During the period known as the Newer volcanics (from 
around 4 million years ago to recent times), basalt lavas 
(shown as pale orange) flowed from the north down the merri 
and Darebin creek valleys to the yarra and down the yarra, 
damming the yarra and Gardiners creek (hills, 1975:230) 
and probably also hawksburn creek. alluvial sediments were 
deposited in the lakes formed on the lower Gardiners and 
hawksburn creeks, and on the yarra. when the yarra cut a 
new valley along the eastern edge of the lava flows the lake 
drained, exposing the lake beds. This is the origin of the wide 
alluvial flats on the lower Gardiners and hawksburn creeks, 
and why the banks of the yarra in the study area between 
heyington Place and Punt road tend to be higher and cliffier 
than the opposite bank.

Creation
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vii ‘A little braided stream’ – View of Gardiners Creek c.1895. 
[Slhc reg. No. 7560]

viii ‘Sentinels shadowing the stream’ – c.1895. View of Yarra River near  
Gardiners Creek. [Slhc reg. No. 7900]

1.2�‘Swampy�Poor�Ann’

The waterways and swamps of the study area as they would 
have been prior to the arrival of non-aboriginal people are 
shown in Figure 3. The yarra river and its main tributaries 
– Gardiners creek and hawksburn creek – were main 
channels of a drainage network that resulted from millions 
of years of erosion and other geological processes briefly 
described in chapter 1.1. They provided an important habitat 
that supported a particular range of plants and animals. 
The swampy nature of the study area at the time of first 
settlement by non-aboriginal people created hazards for the 
early settlers, and led to disparaging remarks about the area. 
Joseph crook, in an article published in an October 1897 
edition of the Prahran Telegraph recalls that:

It was only on rare occasions that the Prahranites indulged 
in theatre going, for it was no joke finding the road home  
in the dark, and we never attempted it unless four or five  
of us went together. Then it was only when the moon  
shone, and even then we would sometimes land among  
the swamps, from which Prahran was called by the 
Melbournites ‘Swampy Poor Ann’ (Prahran Local History 
Catalogue, Registration No. 10692).

Swampy thickets of tea-tree and paperbark occurred 
particularly at the confluence with minor tributaries, and  
at a range of billabongs along the river. Brackish water 
sometimes extended past the rocky ‘falls’ at the site of  
what is now Princes Bridge as far upstream as Dight’s  
Falls (Finn 1967:38). The waters, the tea-tree scrub and 
the reeds swarmed with birds – black swans, ducks and 
pelicans, and with black fish, bream, flounder and herring. 

Kooyong Koot creek or Gardiners creek as it later became 
known was a little braided stream flowing in a wide swampy 
floodplain mostly covered in ‘ti tree’ (hall, 1911). The ti 
tree referred to is probably what is now known as Swamp 
Paperbark or woolly Tea-tree, or a mixture of the two. 
In heavy rain the creek would spread out through the 
surrounding scrub-covered flats and flow slowly to the  
yarra. The present-day suburbs of Kooyong, malvern,  
Glen Iris and malvern east drain to Gardiners creek.

many other smaller, mostly intermittent tributaries flowed 
generally northward to the yarra and Gardiners creek. 
rainfall seeped through the porous Brighton Sands soils  
to the underlying relatively impermeable Silurian clays.  
The hidden topography of the clay channelled the soil  
water, and where the overlying sands had over millions of 
years been eroded, the groundwater emerged as springs.

Finn (1967:37) provides an idyllic description of 
the waterways:

Large trees, like lines of foliaged sentinels, guarded both 
sides and their branches protruded so far riverwise as to 
more than half shadow the stream. The waters were bright 
and sparkling, and wooed by the fragrant acacias shaking 
their golden blossom-curls.

Creation
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Flora speci
ix This house, on a much reduced allotment, still stands at 8 Gordon Grove, South Yarra.
[Slhc reg. No. 2051.7]

1.3�Flora�and�fauna

The development of the original flora and fauna communities 
in the study area was the result of a long dynamic process 
whereby plant and animal species moved in and out as 
climate, water levels, soils, fires and grazing levels changed. 
The species themselves slowly evolved to better cope with 
environmental changes as well as coping or competing with, 
and taking advantage of other plant and animal species. 
In addition, by the time of settlement by non-aboriginal 
people it is thought that plant and animal communities 
had adapted to tens of thousands of years of aboriginal 
land management, including regular burning of the bush, 
harvesting and re-planting tuberous bulbs, and hunting. 
The flora and fauna of the study area clearly provided a 
rich diet, which could have supported large gatherings of 
aboriginal people. Food items included possums, wallabies, 
waterbirds, fish and the staple tubers and bulbs. many 
indigenous plants had medicinal or other uses well known 
by the aboriginal people (wigney, 1994). Unfortunately, the 
complex interrelationship between aboriginal people and the 
natural environment is not fully understood.

Creation
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Flora speci
1.3.1 Grassy woodlands and tea tree swamps

as we shall see in the next chapter, the native vegetation 
within the study area was cleared quite rapidly and few early 
records were made. consequently, it is difficult to accurately 
describe the vegetation that would have occurred in the 
study area prior to the early nineteenth century. Joseph 
crook, in an article published in the 28 august 1897 edition 
of the Prahran Telegraph, provides an almost contemporary 
account of the vegetation in the Prahran district in 1849:

… in August 1849 when I first saw it was a dense bush of big 
trees, full of birds, kangaroos, opossums and wild fowls, with 
no roads. From the outlet of the present drain at the railway 
bridge over the Yarra to Motherwell Street was a swamp 
thickly covered with Ti-tree, while from the upper part of 
Chapel Street from High Street to St Kilda was a thick wattle 
scrub. Mount Erica was covered with heath (Prahran Local 
History Catalogue, Registration No. 10692).

mount erica was near the present-day intersection of 
high Street and williams road. It is remembered by the 
eponymous mount erica hotel.

The plan shown at the beginning of this chapter, dated 1857, 
provides some broad descriptions of the vegetation in the 
south-east part of the study area, which includes ‘heath and 
Scrub’ in the area between what is now Kooyong road and 
Tooronga road, to ‘wooded with Box Gums’ in the area east 
of Burke road extending to warrigal road.

In 2001, Oates and Taranto created a set of maps showing 
the ecological vegetation classes (evc) for the Port Phillip 
and westernport region as the authors concluded they 
probably were in 1750, based on ecological factors and 
historical records such as the newspaper reports and plans 
described above. The reconstructed evcs are a very broad 
typology of vegetation communities, which are shown in 
Figure 4.

Generally speaking, soils based on the Brighton Sands 
supported Grassy Woodland, but on the more well-drained 
areas (e.g., parts of armadale) it supported Heathy 
Woodland. along the yarra and Gardiners creek was a 
continuous strip of Floodplain Riparian Woodland, with the 
smaller tributaries carrying Creekline Grassy Woodland. what 
is now the como Park area carried Swamp Scrub.

1.3.2  a source of food and medicine –  
fauna of the study area

early indigenous fauna records for the study area are few, 
and it is almost impossible to determine the exact number 
and type of species that may have been found there before 
settlement by non-aboriginal people. The land conservation 
council (1991) lists the following numbers of faunal species 
occurring in the ‘melbourne 2’ district, which includes the 
study area:

•  316 indigenous birds of which approximately 200 might 
have occurred in the study area

•  51 indigenous non-marine mammal species, 41 indigenous 
reptiles, 22 indigenous amphibians, and 26 indigenous 
freshwater fish, most of which might have occurred in 
the study area

a large but unknown number of indigenous insects and other 
invertebrates would also have occurred. all these species 
depended on each other and the indigenous flora species.  
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x This 25m tall sculpture of jarrah, aluminium and polycarbonate resins 
created by artist Bruce Armstrong stands sentinel in Melbourne’s Docklands, 
and is said to represent Bunjil.

1.4�Spiritual�places

The study area is the traditional country of the woi wurrung 
and Boon wurrung peoples. although the woi wurrung and 
Boon wurrung were two distinct nations they shared much in 
common. They belonged to a larger affiliation of five central 
victorian tribes known as the Kulin Nation. The other Kulin 
people were the wathaurong, the Dja Dja wurrung and the 
Taungerong. The people of the Kulin Nation shared similar 
languages and culture and maintained close economic ties 
(hercus 1968: map, unpaginated). archaeologists believe 
that aboriginal people have been in victoria for more than 
30,000 years. Throughout this long history their relationship 
with the landscape (where and how they lived) changed 
according to factors such as climate change and resource 
availability, and cultural change. It is possible, however, to 
assume that the land of the Kulin has been occupied for 
many thousands of years.

The Boonerwrung language was one of five languages that 
were so similar that they could be grouped together and 
described broadly as the Kulin languages. Boonerwrung, woi 
wurrung and Taungerong were the eastern Kulin languages. 
The western Kulin languages were wathaurong and Dja Dja 
wurrung. These groups formed the Kulin Nation. The people 
of the Kulin Nation not only shared language, they had 
similar traditions, customs and close economic ties and had 
the same spirit ancestors (hercus 1969: map, unpaginated).

1.4.1 Bunjil

The Great Spirit ancestor Bunjil created the earth, trees 
and animals of the country that is now within the study 
area. Bunjil’s brother Pallian created the seas, waters and 
fish. according to Boon wurrung stories, Port Phillip Bay 
used to be a huge plain where the Boon wurrung hunted 
animals and gathered plants. at this time, conflict arose 
among the tribes of the Kulin Nation. The people neglected 
each other and squandered the land’s resources. Their 
behaviour made the sea angry and it rose up, covering 
the plain and threatening to flood the rest of their country. 
The people appealed to Bunjil to stop the sea from rising. 
Bunjil told the people that they would have to stop their bad 
behaviour and start following his laws. The people agreed to 
this, whereupon Bunjil commanded the sea to stop rising. 
The coastline of the Boon wurrung as we know it today 
was created. after Bunjil stopped the rising of the sea, the 
Kulin people chose the great meeting ground on land now 
occupied by Government house to come together to discuss 
the business of the Nation, to celebrate and to dance (story 
told by Boonerwrung elder caroline Briggs in an address 
for National reconciliation week www.yarrahealing.melb.
catholic.edu.au).

Creation
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 Yarra 
1.4.2 yarra river

There are a number of stories about the creation of the yarra 
river. Billibellary, an important woi wurrung leader, told 
the following version. Billibellary’s brother Burrenupton and 
family are believed to have occupied the land on the south 
bank of the yarra upstream to Gardiners creek (ellender and 
christiansen 2001:35). The waters of the yarra river used 
to be locked up in the mountains, creating a vast inland 
lake that covered most of the hunting grounds of the woi 
wurrung. mo-yarra was a headman of the woi wurrung who 
decided to rid the country of the water by digging a channel 
south to westernport. little water followed him, however, 
and the hunting grounds remained inundated. Some time 
later, a new headman, Bar-wool, recalled mo-yarra’s efforts 
to free the yarra and decided to try again himself. he cut 
a channel with his axe but was stopped by the mountain, 
Baw Baw. Turning north, he was stopped again by Donna 
Buang and his brothers. cutting westward through the hills 
to war-ran-dyte he met another woi wurrung man, yan-yan, 
who was cutting a channel for the Plenty river in order 
to drain morang. The two men decided to work together 
and continued digging through the areas we now know as 
heidelberg and Templestowe. From here the ground got 
much harder and the two men had to work much more 
slowly and used a lot of stone axes. Between the Darebin 
and merri creeks they cut a narrow twisting track as they 
looked for softer ground. when they finally reached the sea 
the waters rushed out, freeing the country of the woi wurrung 
from water but inundating Port Phillip (massola, 1968:58).

woi wurrung leader william Barak told the following version: 
Two boys were playing when one of them climbed a wattle 
tree to find wattle-gum. Sitting high up in the branches he 
began throwing lumps of gum down to the other boy but 
when they reached the ground they disappeared. The boy 
eventually noticed a hole in the ground and, thinking the 
gum might have fallen into it, poked it with his spear. an old 
man who had been sleeping beneath the ground came to the 
surface. he was very angry and carried the terrified boy off. 
The path he made as he carried the boy became the yarra 
river. The little boy cried with fright and eventually Bunjil 
heard his distress. Bunjil threw sharp stones onto the ground 
in front of the old man causing him to fall and cut himself to 
pieces, allowing the boy to escape and run home. Just before 
the old man died Bunjil appeared before him and said,  
‘let this be a lesson to all old men. They must be good to 
little children’ (massola 1968:55–56).

Creation
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