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I attended Hampton State School for my primary school years, and Brighton Grammar School 
for my secondary years. I was a little older than many of the other boys, but only by a few 
months. I turned 18 during my last year (year 12) of secondary school. This is a story from my 
year 10, when I was 16.  
 
In those days Brighton Grammar had two stories of classrooms, built in a square around a large 
grassed quadrangle, with a huge oak tree right in the centre, and brick-paved footpaths crossing 
in four directions. The buildings were built from solid brick. Any loud noise in the quadrangle 
would be amplified as it echoed around the brick surrounds. Around the edges of the quadrangle 
there were many bench seats, and during lunch hour nearly every seat had students. The 
teacher’s common room, where they had lunch, was just inside the main entrance way, a 
passage which led past a large cabinet displaying trophies won by the school in annual 
championship competitions with other schools (this cabinet is the centrepiece of another story). 
 
On this particular day I had taken to school a device which in those days was known in Australia 
by the name ‘powerhead’. In the USA they are called ‘bang-sticks’.  The purpose of the device is 
to kill a large marine animal, such as a shark. Today these devices, owned in Australia, require a 
firearm licence, but back then, well… anyone could make or buy one. The horrific massacre at 
Port Arthur, and the stricter gun control laws which followed, lay decades ahead. 
 
Powerheads were simple to make for anyone with access to a metal-working lathe. They 
consisted of a tube the size of a cartridge (any cartridge would do, but we used ex-World War II 
rifle cartridges) with a spring-loaded firing pin. My powerhead was about 125mm long, 35mm in 
outside diameter, and had a standard screw fitting allowing it to be mounted on a speargun. 
Without the spear attached, it fitted nicely in my lightly-clenched fist, almost invisible, just a little 
metal sticking out either end. 
 
So… it was lunchtime in the school grounds. All was, as usual; quiet and peaceful. Students all 
over the quadrangle, some on bench seats, some on the grass, talking amongst themselves, or 
eating their lunch. The teachers, likewise, were at rest in their lunch-room. 
 
Then something terrible happened. There was an enormous BANG, like a gunshot. The sound 
seemed amplified as it reverberated from the quadrangle’s four brick walls. It sounded just like a 
.303 rifle, and it was indeed a .303 blank detonating in the powerhead. All the students, including 
our group, stood up immediately, looking everywhere for the source of the sound. The teaches, 
in a bit of a panic, streamed from their lunchroom, looking wildly around them. But in fact there 
was nothing to be seen, and as they questioned the students it became clear that no-one knew 
where the noise had come from. 
 
Well, of course such a thing couldn’t happen, and shouldn’t happen, in today’s world. However 
back then our group of students, only six were in on the prank, they all thought it was quite 
funny, and urged me to do it again. That was my undoing. 
 
I did it again. But this time one student saw the flash of light as the charge exploded. He was no 
friend of our group, and had no qualms about ‘dobbing us in’… that is, he informed a teacher.  It 
wasn’t long before I was approached by our chemistry teacher, Mr Bic. The conversation went 
like this: 
 
Nevill, I would like you to show me the device which made the bang. 
What device sir? 
It’s no use pretending, you’ve been dobbed in. 
Well, I don’t really want to show it to you, sir. 
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You must show it to me. I promise I will return it. 
Well… alright. Here it is. 
Hmmm… where did you get this? 
My dad made it for me. 
Did he? Does he know you have brought it to school? 
No, sir. 
Well, I won’t contact your dad this time, but you must promise me not to ever bring this to school 
again. 
Gosh, that’s good of you sir, I promise. 
 
It’s interesting to reflect how times have changed. What do you think would happen today to that 
naughty boy? Certainly not a simple scolding!  
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