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I don’t know if the tiny hamlet of Glen Wills even exists now. But back in 1965, my last year at 
school, it was still there, but only just. In Far East Gippsland. On a remote dirt road which 
wandered its way in a north-south direction: it was one of those roads which doesn’t come from 
anywhere in particular, and doesn’t go to anywhere in particular. Cars travelling this road were 
so rare, that when one appeared, it was the subject of note and comment. And so Glen Wills, 
which had once been a small gold mining town with a pub and a school and a general store, lay 
there at the edge of the forest, its few remaining buildings, like its few remaining inhabitants, 
getting older and greyer with the passing of the seasons and the years. 
 
At school I had two close friends, one of whom was Ian Nixon (the other was John Hardy, who I 
lost track of after he married an American girl). Ian was a remarkable boy who grew into a 
remarkable young man, and ultimately became one of Melbourne’s most respected heart and 
lung surgeons. He came from a well-off family, which enabled him to indulge his three hobbies: 
car restoration, woodwork and sewing. The car which he restored was, if I remember correctly, a 
1928 Chevrolet. No… perhaps it was a Morris. 
 
His parents also had a car each, a rather ordinary Ford Falcon station wagon, and, of more 
interest to us, a large American Studebaker.  There were times when Ian and I borrowed the 
Studebaker. Actually those times were times when, as luck would have it, Ian’s parents weren’t 
around to give us permission (or more likely to refuse permission, as neither of us had reached 
the age at which we could apply for a driving licence). A heavy car, but with a large and powerful 
8-cylinder engine. If we were able to borrow it very late at night, after traffic had largely 
disappeared, we used to drive it along Beach Road at up to 100 mph, something which would 
simply be impossible today. Of course it was illegal then, just as it would be illegal now. The 
speed limit for that road was 35 mph, now of course converted to 60 kph. When I look back on 
these outings, I thank my lucky stars that nothing ever went wrong. We were fortunate to escape 
the attention both of Ian’s parents and the police. 
 
We (Ian, John and I) had access to an elaborate ‘chemistry set’, given to me as a present by my 
uncle Norman South, my one and only relative who lived in Melbourne. Norman and his wife had 
no children, and naturally enough he took an interest in his sister’s children. In those days it was 
not unusual to buy a child a chemistry set, although in most cases the ones readily available in 
toy shops were fairly basic. However Norman was not short of money, and the set he gave me 
was truly elaborate, even to the extent of expensive laboratory glass-ware for moving, storing 
and distilling compounds.  
 
We became interested in the chemistry of basic explosives. As an aside, I note that chemistry 
sets, and fireworks, are no longer sold in toy-shops.  In brief, mixing a combustible substance 
(magnesium powder, for example) with a strong oxidizing agent (eg: potassium permanganate) 
will produce an explosive mixture. Some explosives can be detonated by heat, some by 
pressure. We found the formula for a liquid which we spread over the floor just behind the 
teacher’s lectern in our class room at Brighton Grammar. We had, of course, tested it first on 
ourselves. The liquid dried overnight into a fine grey powder, not particularly visible against the 
natural colour of the floor. As the teacher walked on the powder, the tiny granules exploded with 
a crackling sound and a little smoke.   
 
As usual, we escaped with a simple reprimand. Not even a phone call to our parents. I look back 
on my school years with fondness, and wonder what school is like for today’s kids. I am 
saddened when I hear of reports of bullying at today’s schools. At my primary school (Hampton 
State) there was little if any bullying, and at my secondary school (Brighton Grammar) there was 
none at all, as I remember. 
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While on the subject of schools, I will digress to mention my sister Janet’s science project on 
huntsman spiders. She wrote the study up, rather beautifully prepared with photographs, and 
won the Victorian year-12 science students prize… that must have been in 1962, leading to 
media articles in press and television. The object of her study was to show that a spider can 
form a relationship (trainer/trainee) with a human. She had several trained spiders, but one in 
particular, Samantha, seemed quite content to spend the whole day tucked away in some part of 
her clothing.  
 
This of course was no problem when Janet was at home, but it did cause a problem at school. 
She said nothing about the spider to her school friends on the first day. That was a trial run. The 
next day she took a few friends into her confidence, showing the spider nestled under the lapel 
of her tunic. The day after that, word had got around the whole class that Janet had brought a 
spider to school on the previous day. Even one of the teachers had found out. In class, Janet 
was asked if she had, indeed, brought the spider to school again. She said “yes” and drew 
Samantha gently from her tunic. Pandemonium followed… girls jumping from their seats and 
screaming. Of course the noise was brought to the attention of the head mistress, who decided a 
phone call to our parents was necessary. Sadly, Janet was forbidden any further school 
excursions for Samantha. 
 
But to return to the subject of explosives. To get any real noise from a tiny explosion, it is 
necessary to confine it. Unconfined, it just produces a bright flash of light, particularly bright if 
you use magnesium powder (we had fun with that!). The technique Ian and I developed was 
simply to bind the charge (which was generally about as big as your little finger) tightly in 
successive layers of tape (we used masking tape). The charge would then be detonated using a 
match head with a small piece of fuse wire wrapped around it. That sounds simple enough, and 
indeed it is. The result always produced a satisfying “bang”… actually rather loud.  
 
Our next quest was to develop a water-proof version. Once ready, we decided a good way to 
test it would be to place it at the bottom of the Nixon’s laundry tup, then fill the tub with water. 
The tub was one very common in those days, made of concrete about 25mm thick, having two 
square compartments separated by a divider.  I don’t think John was around the day Ian and I 
decided on the test. Basically we had not understood the physics of the test properly at all. To 
our dismay (and Mrs Nixon’s horror) the explosion did NOT (as we expected) blast the water out 
of the tub: it simply blasted the bottom out of the concrete tub! Thank goodness we had 
understanding parents! 
 
Ian did a lot of sewing, mostly self-taught. By the end of his school year 12, he had made himself 
a perfectly fitted, fully lined, three piece suit: an achievement which I suspect has been emulated 
by few if any boys of his age in Australia.                         
 
Towards the end of our final year at school, my father “Bill” (Hilary Fines-Clinton) Nevill, a mining 
engineer, lecturer at Melbourne University, and part time prospector, offered Ian and I work, over 
the end-of-year holidays, at the Glen Wills Gold Mine, of which he was part owner. Ian and I both 
had made plans to study at Monash University the following year, but as we had no firm plans 
for the holiday period, we accepted Dad’s offer with enthusiasm. 
 
The mine itself had seen better days… much better actually. It was close to a state best 
described by the word “derelict”. Everything was run-down: the mine itself, the workers’ 
accommodation, the battery (that’s the ore crushing and gold extraction plant), the water race 
and it’s associated turbine, and the generator shed. And the mine’s vehicle, an ex-WWII “Blitz 
Wagon”.  In those days Blitz Wagons (here a 5-tonne truck which was regularly loaded with 
nearly 8 tonnes of ore) were commonly found on farms. They were powered by a large 6-
cylinder petrol engine situated between the truck’s two seats. They had massive wheels and 
tires giving them good ground clearance, and they had four-wheel-drive. They had been built 
with war service in mind. Perfect for a small gold mine situated deep in the forests of East 
Gippsland.  
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I should note that I never used the phrase “East Gippsland” after being scolded by those older 
and wiser than I. The correct phrase was (and I suspect still is) “FAR East Gippsland”.  The 
locals, quite universally, held the view that the farther away they could be from the seat of 
government (Melbourne) the better… 
 
The staff of the mine were at least eccentric, but not yet derelict.  We had a mechanic, Steve, 
who had a fierce temper; so volatile in fact that I feared for the state of his heart. Luckily for us, 
his anger was mostly taken out on machines rather than people. A miner, Mike, who said very 
little, and then only if prompted, and the mine manager Cecil, born and bred in Far East 
Gippsland. Cecil had been born with only one ear, but that did not seem to affect him. 
 
Cecil, like Mike, had little to say, perhaps especially to inexperienced city folk like Ian and I. 
However he was certainly not unfriendly, or without a dry sense of humour.  There was a day he 
approached me in the forest. “Jon, have you seen my car?  I’m sure I left it grazing around here 
somewhere…” 
 
During the second week of January, I noticed a build-up of dark grey storm clouds. I remarked to 
Cecil that I thought rain was likely. He answered quite confidently “No, it won’t rain until the 
Australia Day weekend” (around January 26). I thought to myself that his confidence might be 
misplaced, but sure enough… yes, the rain held off until that date. 
 
Ian and I took it in turns to run the battery. The noise was overpowering, as the stamps lifted and 
fell, crushing the gold ore. Nevertheless, once we had the system running, it generally ran 
without pause or incident, and I found I could sleep quite easily on the one wooden shaker table 
which was held as a spare. In spite of the deafening noise. If something did go wrong, I would 
wake instantly with the change in the battery’s rhythm. I did, however, contract ‘industrial 
deafness’, which has stayed with me the rest of my life. 
 
The work we liked the most was maintaining the water race, which was a wooden structure, a 
channel, some miles long, taking water from the wild and remote upper reaches of the Snowy 
River, and delivering it to the Pelton Wheel which powered the battery. To be working in that 
wonderful forest, with the sounds of the clear stream bubbling over the river’s brown rocks, the 
bird calls, the soft sound of the wind in the forest, the dappled sunshine and shadow, was a pure 
delight. And of course we found time to swim and skylark, far from the nearest human eyes.  
 
One day the battery came to a shuddering halt. I had been cleaning the strainer which prevented 
foreign objects which might have been carried by the water stream from entering the Pelton 
Wheel. And I had, on this occasion, forgotten to put the strainer back in place. Even though the 
water in the race was shallow, and the race some miles long, a 5kg trout had got sucked into the 
Pelton Wheel. Of course I got into trouble, but ups and downs happened routinely so no-one 
was too worried. 
 
The Blitz Wagon, like everything else, had its eccentricities. The engine’s fuel pump behaved 
properly… but only some of the time. It was especially prone to hiccups on steep hills. So a 
plastic squeeze bottle, full of petrol, was mounted in a roughly-made holder on the truck’s 
dashboard. The engine, as I mentioned, lay between the truck’s two seats. The engine cover 
had been removed, and the air filter securing screw was always kept loose. So as the engine 
faltered (starved of petrol) all the driver had to do was to casually reach for the squeeze bottle 
with his left hand, deftly knock the air filter to one side, and squeeze a flow of petrol straight into 
the carburettor. No problem at all!   
 
I remember one day Ian and I ventured deep into the mine, using carbide lamps to light the way 
forward. Mike was working on a face. The explosive was duly set in the rock face, then Mike, Ian 
and I retired some distance away to detonate the charge. I think we used Dynamite. It went off, 
as you might expect, with quite a bang. The flames on our carbide lamps all blew out. “Who has 
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the matches? Someone asked in the darkness. It turned out that no-one had the matches! We 
walked out in total darkness, feeling our way along the walls of the tunnel. 
 
Although Ian and I had a cabin to ourselves, Dad had arranged with a local couple, Erik and 
Maud, to provide us with evening meals. Erik and Maud were long-time residents of the tiny 
hamlet, and had many stories to tell over our meals together. An interesting couple, Erik was tall 
and thin, and Maud short and fat. Maud talked and talked and talked. Erik listened, almost 
always in silence. They seemed a perfect match. 
 
One of Maud’s stories concerned two of Glen Will’s previous inhabitants, a young man and a 
young woman, Peter and Susan. They had been long-time friends from their school days, but 
never (to Maud’s knowledge) lovers. Nevertheless a rumour sprang up that the two friends had 
eloped. It wasn’t long, of course, before the rumour reached Peter and Susan. When they heard 
the story, it didn’t sound a bad idea at all. The next morning they were gone from the village, 
never to return. 
 

------------------------------- ooOoo  ---------------------------------- 


