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IntRoDUCtIon

susan	Marsden	and	Mayor	Lorraine	Rosenberg		
‘A house is a machine for living’ wrote the architect  
Le Corbusier many years ago, and his words are quoted  
by David Cookson in this book when describing the family 
shack built at Moana which is his own ‘home in Onkaparinga’.  
All of these stories are variations on the theme of machines 
for living, but Le Corbusier would have been astounded 
and perhaps delighted by these distinctively Australian 
manifestations. The tellers of these stories of home are  
also characteristically local and distinctively Onkaparinga. 

‘My home in Onkaparinga’ was conceived during 2010  
when City of Onkaparinga staff sought a way to celebrate  
the region’s history during South Australia’s 175th anniversary 
in 2011. Ideas were shared at meetings with local history 
representatives, and there was agreement that the project 
should focus on ordinary people and their stories, and that in 
doing so a good deal of related history would be highlighted. 
And so it has.

Through this celebration of our homes we celebrate the 
individuals, families and communities who have made  
our city the thriving, innovative, inclusive place it is today.
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Vale View Dec 2011



VALe	VIeW
7	URsULA	CoURt,	ABeRFoYLe	PARK	
Betina	and	Amelia	Denton	

Betina	Denton	
Our home is one of the original homes of Aberfoyle Park, built 
in 1918 by the Nicolle family as a farm house surrounded by 
orchards and vines. Brian Nicolle was born in the house and 
now lives at Craigburn. He has visited us and shared stories  
of his childhood in the house and growing up in the area. 

The house was sold to Ursula Pridham, after whom the streets 
we live on are named (Pridham and Ursula Courts). The area 
around the house was developed in the 1980s, and ‘Vale View’ 
is now surrounded by ‘new’ homes.

Brian Nicolle has many personal stories (and photographs) that 
would be great to record. My daughter Amelia, who is in Year 
6, would like to interview Mr Nicolle and record these stories. 
The house remains as it was built, with no additions, but has 
been renovated inside.

Amelia	Denton
The land on which the house was built was bought for £100 in 
1918 by Leonard Malcolm Nicolle (Len), who was 15 years old 
at the time. He worked 52 hours per week at Horndale Winery 
to save up money to purchase the 32 acres for his home. Len 
grew up on the property that joined his new block of land. In 
1901, Len’s father, William Herbert Nicolle, bought the family 



home (built c1851), and named it ‘Vale House’.  
This was later known as ‘Coorabin House’.

Len began clearing his land, which was covered in heavy 
scrub, and came across sea shells, which confirmed that a 
sand belt ran through the area. He started to build in 1919, 
and completed the house in 1921, ready for his bride, Hilda 
Adelaide (nee Mason). Len and Hilda named their home ‘Vale 
View’, as this was what they saw when they looked out of their 
kitchen window, with views of ‘Vale House’, the homestead 
where Len grew up. The building materials for the new house 
came from the Mount Lofty quarry. The pillars made from 
tumbled stone were brought from Hallett Cove beach by horse 
and dray after Brian and his father had delivered a load of 
wattle bark and wood from the property. The bark was used 
for tanning leather and to power the lime kiln near the beach. 

The front of ‘Vale View’, built by Len Nicolle in 1919-21 – Courtesy of Brian Nicolle



The farm grew vines for wine production, fruit trees including 
prunes, plums, quince and citrus (navel oranges and lemons). 
The farm also had 1000 ‘chooks’ producing eggs for sale.

Len and Hilda had three children, but their first child died at 
birth, and their second only lived for six weeks. Their third  
and only surviving child, Brian, was born in the house on  
16 October 1929. Brian grew up on the farm with a number of 
pets: guinea pigs, and a dog called Patchy, who would sit on 
the horse, Model, all day. Sometimes it was very dusty working 
behind the horse and plough in the vineyard, not being able to 
see what was in front, but it was certain that Patchy would still 
be there, only jumping off to do a wee, and then jumping back on!

A Sulphur-crested Cockatoo also lived with the family and 
learnt to imitate noises and voices. It was common for the 
butcher, the greengrocer and the baker to do house calls and 
deliver their goods. One day, Cocky called out, ‘Baker!’, so 
out went Brian’s mother to meet the baker. There was Cocky, 
but no baker. Once, Cocky broke free and destroyed mother’s 
fernery at the side of the house. When she saw what Cocky had 
done to her beautiful maidenhair ferns, she took to him with a 
broom, and thought she had accidently killed him. He ended 
up outliving Brian’s mother and father, but from that day on he 
never forgave Mrs Nicolle, and never liked women.

Brian started school at Brighton Primary. He rode his bicycle to 
Majors Road to the CSIRO farm which was run by the federal 
government to breed horses for the Light Horse. He then 

‘Patchy’ the family dog sitting on the work horse, with Len Nicolle, 
undated photograph – Courtesy of Brian Nicolle

Wedding photo of Len and Hilda Nicolle, 1921 –  
Courtesy of Brian Nicolle



boarded the horse-drawn coach that picked up the children 
of the employees who worked at the farm. Brian’s family didn’t 
work there, but someone was able to ‘pull some strings’, so that 
he could use their service. Brian then went on to attend Scotch 
College, which had a specialist agricultural class. To get there, 
he rode his bicycle to Blackwood and then caught the train to 
Torrens Park. He joined the scout group and one day they were 
taken on a ‘mystery camping trip’, that ended up on the Nicolle 
family’s farm. 

Brian spent all of his childhood in ‘Vale View’. He met his wife 
to be, Helen Cliff, and they built their own home nearby. They 
married in 1953 and raised a family of five children. Brian’s 
mother and father continued to live in ‘Vale View’ and farmed 
the land until 1972, when it was sold to Mr and Mrs Pridham. 
The sale was regrettable in many ways due to the many family 
memories over the 54 years since the house was built and the 
farm was established. The property was officially handed over 
on the day Len died.

Mrs Ursula Pridham established the successful ‘Marienberg 
Winery’ in the valley in 1966 (this is now in McLaren Vale). 
She didn’t live in ‘Vale View’, but rented out the house, which 
resulted in it falling into disrepair. In later years, the surrounding 
farmland was sold off for housing development. The streets 
leading to the house were named after Australia’s first official 
female winemaker: Pridham Court and Ursula Court, as well  
as Vintage Court and Tawny Court.

Wedding photographs of Jenna and David Annandale, who grew up 
opposite ‘Vale View’, were taken in its garden in 2010 – Courtesy of 
Betina Denton

‘Vale View’, 7 Ursula Court, 2011

Amelia Denton and Brian Nicolle



After the farmland had been sold, Brett 
Lewis purchased the property in the 
early 1990s. He renovated and lived 
in the house, then sold it to David and 
Kim Thomson. David was an Australian 
Federal Police officer who ended up 
moving interstate for his job. The house 
was rented for a few years until my 
parents –Scott and Betina Denton –
purchased it in 2007. Our family has 
been very lucky to have been living in  
the house for just over four years.

I love how it has so much interesting 
history. I have enjoyed being able to meet 
Brian Nicolle, listening to his stories, and 
recording some of them. These are some 
of the memoirs that make up the history 
of ‘Vale View’ at Aberfoyle Park.

Hilda and Len Nicolle and their son Brian by the fish pond in the back 
yard of ‘Vale View’ – Courtesy of Brian Nicolle



Amelia Denton at the side of the house, 2011 – Courtesy of Betina Denton

The Pebble House Dec 2011



tHe	PeBBLe	HoUse
79	esPLAnADe,	seLLICKs	BeACH

Alie	Beck
After arriving in Adelaide from the UK in 
1967, we settled with our young family 
in Salisbury East. Our favourite weekend 
drives were to head for the coast, south 
of Adelaide – Second Valley being one 
of our favourite spots. We enjoyed 
exploring all along the coast, and like 
many before us, were intrigued to see this 
house covered in pebbles. We spent most 
weekends on the coast, but for many 
years could not remember where we had 
seen the strange pebble house. When 
our family was grown up we decided 
that south was where we wanted to live. 
After many sorties looking for a place to 
settle, we finally turned off South Road to 
Sellicks, and there it was! The house of 
pebbles I had been wondering about for 
years. And it was for SALE. That was it. 
We had found our house!

We purchased the ‘Pebble House’ at the 
end of 1979, and spent each weekend 
of the following year making it habitable, 

Harry Middlebrook’s home coated with pebbles, undated photograph – Courtesy of City of Onkaparinga 
Libraries

Harry Middlebrook’s home before being coated with pebbles, undated photograph – Courtesy of City of 
Onkaparinga  Libraries



as it had been empty for a long time, and had always been 
‘just for the holidays’. This was one of the first houses built on 
the seafront in Sellicks Beach, after the subdivision of Herrick’s 
farmland. It was built in the 1920s as the holiday home of Mr 
and Mrs Harry Middlebrook. 

The first date is 1925, written in pebbles above the porch. 
Before it was pebbled, the house was a shack, starting with 
what appears to have been one large room and a kitchen.  
The house grew, and was decorated with pebbles. The pebble 
work continued inside the house, with the chimney breast and 
open fireplace covered in pebbles.

Rooms were added to the back and side, and the single room 
above the porch was added in 1940–41. Written in pebbles 
on the front wall of this room is the name ‘Grace’ and the date 
‘1941’, added in memory of Grace Middlebrook. The room 
above the porch is accessible only by outside stairs. This room 
was the main attraction for me, as I have used it as my very 
own little gallery for many years. 

The front garden has a grotto, built with large rocks and 
pebbles and an arch. In front of it is a curved whalebone, also 
covered in pebbles. The whalebones were brought up by the 
Middlebrook family from Victor Harbor, where there was once a 
whaling station. We wondered for a long time what the strange 
fence was made of, at the back of the garden (long gone 
now). Middlebrook had a motorcar business and this strange 
fence was constructed of running boards from old cars, wired 
together. They also generated their own electricity.

The pebble-decorated whalebone arch with Stan and Alie 
Beck, 1997 – Courtesy of Alie Beck



My husband, Stan Beck, added the 
garage in Australia’s Bicentennial year 
in 1988, continuing the pebble work 
and commemorating the Bicentenary 
with the appropriate logo. I added the 
(still unfinished) mural, as well as heads 
modelled on our English Pointer dogs 
looking through the castellation on the 
roof. As I had made a mould of the 
original model, they are also on the gate 
posts. I built the letter-box (a copy of the 
house) when we finally gained a postal 
delivery in the 1990s.

Over the years since we moved in it 
has been enjoyable having people tell 
me their memories of visiting the house 
when they were young. From stories told 
to me the house was a lively holiday 
home. I was told of parties, usually tennis 
parties, as there was a tennis court built 
alongside the house. I counted 23 beds, 
mostly bunk beds, which were still there 
when we moved in, in 1980. The house 
has certainly seen many happy times, and 
I have never wanted to live anywhere else 
but our ‘Pebble House’.

Tennis racquet decoration on the ‘Pebble House’, possibly taken before 
1948 – Courtesy of Alie Beck

‘Pebble House’, undated photograph – Courtesy of Alie Beck
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CHAR-MARI
81	esPLAnADe,	seLLICKs	BeACH	

Jill	Martin
My story begins with childhood memories of Sellicks Beach. 
In 1952 when I was seven, my parents Thelma and Marcus 
Tiptaft purchased a shack on the Esplanade owned by the 
Drews. Almost every weekend and school holiday was spent 
there. I soon became part of this quiet, quaint little settlement 
comprising a few old houses with permanent residents, mainly 
fishing and retired farming families, as well as shack and 
weekend owners.

My father Marcus had come here from the age of 18 to  
go fishing with Charlie Dickinson, a professional fisherman, 
affectionately known as ‘Chook’. In that same year, on  
2 November 1925, Charles Marles Dickinson purchased  
two blocks of land, Lot 10 Esplanade, and Lot 23 Herrick 
Street, in the Hundred of Willunga, County of Adelaide, 
comprising approximately 33 perches. This was part of the 
subdivision of Section 665 laid out as Sellicks Beach Estate.

Charlie married Marion (Mari) Bishop, who was a talented 
painter and singer. They built a house on the front block (Lot 
10, now 81 Esplanade), and named it ‘Char-Mari’. The house 
was clad with heavy duty corrugated iron. There were two 
bedrooms, a lounge, a bathroom and a kitchen that was a long 
enclosed lobby with louvre windows that rattled in winter as the 
wind howled outside. There was a front return verandah.



An iron shed was built to the right of the house at the end of a long driveway, its 
double doors secured with a long length of chain. The ‘long drop’ toilet was on the 
left hand side on the second block. As a I child I encountered sleepy lizards, spiders 
in webs on the overgrown bushes, and as many as 21 cats of all shapes and sizes 
roaming the vast yard. The long drop was not good in summer or in winter when the 
worn dirt path got very slippery. Arriving back at the house with boots heavily caked 
with red sticky clay you had to scrape them off at the back door. 

Mari tried very hard to keep the worn lino floor neat and tidy – Charlie was not at all 
concerned about such things. There was an old horse kept on the back block and 
Aunt Mari had a ‘prop’ clothes line – two posts with wires between them and a prop 
(middle pole) between them. One day the middle pole became dislodged with most 
of the clothes on the ground. What a disaster, mud everywhere after hours of washing 
clothes. That prop was replaced very quickly.

The first owners of the house, ‘Char-Mari’, Charles and Marion Dickinson (centre), with Elizabeth Martin (left), and her mother-in-law and Charlie’s 
sister, Alice Martin (right), undated photograph – Courtesy of Jill Martin



This was a social home with people calling in to see if Charlie had any fish to sell as 
he was the main professional fisherman living at Sellicks. He was always looking out 
to spot schools of fish from the front of the house on the high cliffs, or up at Trig Point 
where there was a better view of the bay. He had his boat shed built just above the high 
water mark down below his home, carved back into the rock of the cliff. Occasionally 
a very rough sea with a high tide left his boat shed swamped with sand and seaweed. 
There were tracks up and down the steep cliff to access the boat shed. No doubt this 
daily exercise kept Charlie fit.

Charlie spent hours making and mending cord nets and replacing corks and leads 
on them. There were all sizes of nets hanging from poles or rolled like tennis nets 
on the cement floor. Old lanterns were hung in the shed for night use. One or two 
rusty trailers were left on the high bank of smooth rocks near the boat shed. I also 
remember men carrying back his wooden boats or struggling with a boat and trailer 
up the beach. Charlie was a very skilled oarsman, but did have a small Seagull 
outboard motor (which is still owned by a family member).

My husband, Miles Martin, is Charlie’s great-nephew. He remembers at the age of 10 
going out on the deep end of the net up to his neck in water with seaweed brushing 
past his legs, slowly pulling the net in a circle, ending up with mullet, whiting, salmon 
trout, flathead, tommy ruffs, seaweed, and the inevitable puffer fish which were left on 
the beach. A truck would often come to pick up the boxes of iced fish to take them to 
the Central Fish Market in Adelaide run by Edwin Daw, Auctioneer and Commission 
Agent. Back in 1937 C Dickinson was receiving £20.16.10 (twenty pounds, sixteen 
shillings and tenpence) for a catch.

Charlie smoked tommy ruffs in a home-made smokehouse on the back block. He 
tanned his nets with wattle bark (which he cut from the nearby hills) in a concrete 
trough made by Frank Nottle, husband of his niece Bessie, who lived at Inman Valley. 



Cleaning fish in the back yard always attracted the cats, happy to be fed. Nothing 
was wasted, any leftovers were dug into the vegetable garden. This was the best I 
have ever seen, with plenty to eat and lots to give away and to trade.   

In summer the fig, apricot, almond and other fruit trees were covered in tin lids 
hanging on fishing twine to scare the birds away. We used to climb the trees and 
pick the fruit for Aunt Mari. A roast was cooked on Sunday on a wood stove which is 
still in the kitchen but no longer in working order. While the oven was hot Aunt Mari 
would put a cake mix in a heavy old cake tin lined with newspaper to stop the cake 
from burning.

More often than not we would be greeted by Mari wearing a long dress as she was 
so tiny, with her hair in plastic curlers and with flat sandshoes which had holes cut out 
so that they didn’t rub her corns. She was always excited to see people as she would 
spend many days alone with Charlie out fishing. My parents owned a dressmaking 
factory in Hyde Street, Adelaide, called Thelma’s Frocks, and Mum would give Aunt 

The house in 1982 after purchase by the Martin family – Courtesy of 
Jill Martin The house during renovations in 1992 – Courtesy of Jill Martin



Mari a lovely new dress three or four times a year. I’d deliver 
it in a grey cardboard box with the dress smothered in tissue 
paper. She was so excited her voice would rise higher and 
higher. Charlie owned a His Master’s Voice (HMV) valve 
radio (which we are now getting repaired). I remember 
him sitting in an old armchair listening to the cricket from 
England. The radio sounded like a crackling voice coming 
through a tunnel.

Aunt Mari passed on and Uncle Charlie later went to 
live with Frank and Bessie Nottle. The old house, now in 
great disrepair, was put up for sale. Because of our long 
association with Charlie and Mari, Miles and I decided to 
buy the house. This took place on 26 September 1972. The 
rambling mess of a garden was overgrown with tamarisk 
trees and coprosma bushes; in the front garden were shellgrit 
paths and garden beds surrounded with beach stones.

We cleared the garden and gained a beautiful sea view; 
made the lounge and bedroom into one large family room; 
enclosed the side verandah to make another bedroom; 
and opened up the kitchen into the main large room, using 
a high bench cupboard as a division. Old windows were 
replaced with larger sliding ones and huge panes of glass 
were used across the front. A bright, spacious, airy shack was 
forming. Willunga slate was used on some of the floors.

The old shark bell above Sellicks 
Beach, undated photograph – 
Courtesy of Jill Martin



Our family has had many happy times at ‘Char-Mari’. The 
three Martin boys, Todd, David and Brian, have had the  
same opportunities as I had, to walk on the beach at dawn or 
with a torch at night; to collect driftwood, washed-up bottles 
and shark eggs after a high tide; to play on the rocks as the 
tide comes in and out watching the area come alive with  
crabs, catfish, small zebrafish darting about, turks heads and 
black periwinkles in masses over the rocks. All those wonderful 
things a child or an adult can experience.

Sellicks had the best white fluffy sand, but in the late sixties and 
seventies thousands of tons were taken and used for building 
and to replace sand along the Adelaide beaches. The great 
beach was packed with people during the summer holidays, 
and we children would almost live on the beach. We listened 
and obeyed the shark bell on the left of the old shelter shed. 
This shed fell into disrepair but a new besser block shelter shed 
was erected in memory of Charlie Dickinson, who was a friend 
to all and fished these waters.

Fishermen with their boats and nets ... farmers in worn-out suits 
with ancient farm equipment reaping their crops ... children 
sliding down steep cliffs on flat pieces of tin hanging onto the 
turned-up front ...These are just a few of my magic childhood 
memories of Sellicks Beach and the old house.

The shelter shed on the Esplanade at Sellicks Beach, named after 
Charlie Dickinson, undated photograph – Courtesy of Jill Martin

The house after renovations in 1992 – Courtesy of Jill Martin

Floor plan of the house (not to scale) – Courtesy of Jill Martin.
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Aerial view of Sellicks Beach c 1930. Along the seafront are the ‘Pebble House’ (second from right) and  
‘Char-Mari’ (further right), now at 80 and 81 Esplanade – Courtesy of City of Onkaparinga Libraries
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BeACH	sHACK
36	FoURtH	AVenUe,	MoAnA	

David	Cookson
My namesake, Grandfather David Cookson, migrated from 
Luton in England in 1892. He had intended to disembark at 
Brisbane, but his luggage was off-loaded at Port Adelaide 
by mistake. Being 24 years old and single, he stayed. His 
occupation of straw-hat maker, already declining in England, 
did not exist in South Australia. He started work with the 
kitchenware firm Simpson’s, where he stayed all his working life.

In about 1927 he and his family, including my dad, Jack 
Cookson, started a love affair with Moana, then called Dodd’s 
Beach. Even then, cars could drive onto the beach. The family 

Lutonia, 36 Fourth Avenue, Moana, 1979 – Courtesy of City of Onkaparinga Libraries



photo album is littered with photos of the family relaxing on 
the sand. Ever the gentleman, Grandfather always wore his 
homburg hat and suit.

In 1928, Lake Beach Estate subdivided the land at Dodd’s 
Beach and called it ‘Moana’, billing it as ‘The Manly of the 
South’. As a focus for the subdivision they erected the Moana 
Kiosk, always called ‘The Round House’, and now, sadly, 
demolished. The blocks of land were sold from under a 
huge marquee erected on what is now the Esplanade. In the 
Onkaparinga Local History Collection there is a photo of a 
swarm of suited, be-hatted men crowding out into the summer 
sun. One of those men is Grandfather, who wasted no time in 
starting to build a house on Lot 21, Fourth Avenue, for which 
he had paid about £60.

The house was built through 1929 by Frank Gum, a local 
builder, and consists of Jarrah weatherboard (to foil the 
termites), Red Pine skirtings, architraves and doors, and fibrous 
plaster walls and ceilings. Unusually for those times, the roof 
tiles are cement. Quite small, the house had three bedrooms, a 
living room under the hipped main roof, and under the skillion 
roof, a kitchen and bathroom. There were two front verandahs, 
one on each side of the front room. These have long since 
been converted into glassed-in sleepouts. The whole area of 
the house is no more than 85 square metres. 

There was an outside laundry with Jarrah framing and 
galvanised iron, with a wood-fired copper. A motor garage, 
which still stands, was constructed of upside-down recycled 



fence posts. The frame is recycled fence 
rails that still have the staples used to 
secure wire netting. After all, this was  
the time of the Depression. 

Grandfather planted up the grounds 
with about 20 tamarisk trees, two Stone 
Pines and a Tuitt Gum. The latter three 
trees grew to enormous size, before 
succumbing to age. The remaining 
tamarisk trees still dutifully bloom along 
the driveway each summer.

The family made the arduous trip from 
Wayville to Moana almost weekly during 
summer, the old Ford’s radiator boiling 
on the Tapley’s Hill climb during the 
hotter days. The house was a base for 
exploring the sandhills, rock pools and 
cliffs, which are packed with fossils. This 
house is where my dad taught me to 
swim, and how to catch rabbits with traps 
set in the sandhills. One morning when 
I checked the traps one had caught a 
large feral rat, which bit me. I had the 
scar for years. 

My mum despaired of keeping the house 
clean, for it was always full of sand, 
being a Mecca for the Fourth Avenue 

David Cookson – Courtesy of David Cookson
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kids, before and after swimming. Dad taught my brother and I to swim and surf, and 
also most of the street. He used to haul the ladder into the sea as an improvised 
diving board. My first surfboard was a wooden ironing board. Often there were at 
least six kids gathered around the kitchen table which Dad would set up as ‘Bagatelle’ 
with broomstick cues and fretworked plywood. I remember hard times, too, when 
Christmas lunch was only fritz and homemade pickle sandwiches on the beach, 
dessert being home-preserved apricots.

My parents lived in the house from the 1970s to 1980, when the lack of medical 
services then forced them to move back to Adelaide. I moved here for life in 1988. 

As with all houses, the ‘Shack’ has been modernised. Three layers of lino were torn 
up to reveal Baltic Pine flooring with pencil measurements in my grandfather’s writing. 
Even polished, the floor still bears the myriad tack holes. I demolished the outside 
‘dunny’. Grandfather had built it to last, using two by four inch Jarrah and bolts. All 
the holes were hand-drilled; there was no power then. Indeed, we had no electricity 

The home at Moana in 2005 – Courtesy of David Cookson



until 1949. So well built was it that it took 
me three days to pull it down. The septic 
tank is still buried in the ground.

The old laundry had to be pulled down 
too, as it was too sturdy to fall: the iron 
cladding was twice as thick as today’s. 
The floor was made of big sea-flattened 
boulders, too heavy for me to lift, which 
caused no end of problems during 
construction of the new laundry. Ever the 
frugal one, my grandfather, no cement 
paving for him.

Apart from the necessary updating the 
‘Shack’ remains essentially as built, and 
is now a comfortable, if small, home. 
Everywhere I look I see traces of my 
family. Fifth generation grandchildren 
love to stay in summer and I try to teach 
them to swim and surf. 

At 81 years old, the ‘Shack’ is the oldest 
building in Moana. Le Corbusier once 
said, ‘A house is a machine for living.’ He 
was right. It’s good to see the old place 
being used as intended. I hope it will see 
its centenary.

Beach Shack Dec 2011
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CoRneR	CottAGe
MCLARen	FLAt	RoAD,	VIA	KAnGARILLA	

Bert	Thorpe	
Bertrand Adelwin Maynard (Bert) Thorpe was 93 when 
interviewed (with his daughter Valerie Lyon), while living 
in ‘Corner Cottage’, the home he built in 1947. ‘Corner 
Cottage’, Section 676, Kangarilla, is near the intersection  
of McLaren Flat Road and two smaller country roads, Peters 
Creek and Schuller Roads. 

Bert still owned an older house nearby (now ‘Aunt Amanda’s 
Cottage’) where his parents Algy and Rufena Thorpe lived 
when he was born in 1917. Algy was (in Bert’s words) ‘a bit of 
a carpenter and blacksmith’. Algy helped Bert to build ‘Corner 
Cottage’ on part of his own block of 65 acres that had been 
taken up earlier by his own father, John William Thorpe. Bert 
said that, ‘As long as my grandfather made improvements on it, 
he could have the land. That’s what he did – in the early days.’ 
Bert’s great grandfather, John Thorpe, was one of the original 
nineteenth-century British settlers, and took up land further 
along Peters Creek Road, ‘up on the hill’. 

JW Thorpe still lived in the original home when Bert was a boy. 
He’d owned a bullock team to haul logs, and Bert also recalled 
the hard work of ploughing with bullocks when he was a boy. 
Bert also drove cattle, was employed in an uncle’s sawmill, and 
volunteered as a fire fighter. With his sisters, Dorothy, Joyce, 



and Genevieve, he grew up surrounded 
by relatives, who often worked with his 
parents and helped them build a new 
home. 

Bert was seven years old when his ‘Dad 
and Uncle Stewart and Lloyd Rowley 
built the family’s new cement house. 
He described it as a concrete house – 
cement and stones and all that rubbish. 
Just the four-rooms and a kitchen –  
two bedrooms and a sitting room and  
a long kitchen, on the side of the house’. 
They had no electricity. ‘We’d light the 
fire every day and make your cuppa tea 
with that.’ They had tank water and a 
well. ‘My mother used to walk across and 
wash her clothes in the well. It was bore 
water and my auntie used to hang  
it up in the wattles to dry it.’ 

Every morning Rufena gave her children 
‘a bit of bread and dripping and a piece 
of jam or something and we’d go to 
school’ at Kangarilla. They had to walk 
‘about three miles, you’d go straight 
across the paddock. Used to run most  
of the way because we were running  
late for school. Well, we was frightened 

‘Corner Cottage’, McLaren Flat Rd, via Kangarilla, Bert Thorpe’s owner-built home, July 2010 – Courtesy of 
Susan Marsden
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of the bull, we had to watch where he was and we had to get out of his road’. Bert 
never wore a pair of boots to school: ‘I only had a pair of shoes to go to Sunday 
school; when I’d come out of Sunday school I’d take my shoes off’. His mother 
couldn’t afford to buy boots, and he’d run ‘through the blackberries, could play 
anything with them in them days: as hard as hell’. His mother made most of the 
family’s clothes and she also bought some from ‘travellers, who used to come 
around, too’. 

Bert’s Uncle Gilbert owned the local sawmill, which operated from well before Bert 
was born, and was employed there before and after World War Two, cutting trees with 
crosscut saws and axes and carting them. The timber was the native eucalypt, River 
Red Gum, growing on farmland, ‘we used Blue Gum a bit, too’. It was used in many 
of the local houses. Some people brought their own logs for cutting up. The timber 
was ‘real green’, and not left to season. ‘Someone might want, say, a hundred pieces 
of four-by-two or the three-by-twos, and skirting boards or something like that, and 
we go and cut them up for you. We didn’t worry about it. Red Gum would warp a bit 
in the floors, but mine stayed pretty straight.

Bert returned home from war service, married Lois in Kangarilla, and built their home 
on a two-acre corner section of his father’s land. ‘I got out of the army in 1945 and 
we married in 1947, so it didn’t take long; about 12 months, I suppose, a bit over.’ 
Algy drew up the plan and helped to build his son’s house although he usually built 
boats. ‘I had to twist his arm to do this, I think.’ Lois also had her say: ‘That alcove 
out in the kitchen with the setback. That was her idea.’ Wartime building restrictions 
were still in place and so to get building materials Bert remembers having to wait  
for a week or two to get a bag of cement, and stockpiling it: ‘when you’d get two  
or three bags we’d put down a bit of foundation. And iron, too, roofing iron: you’d 
get two sheets of iron a day and the next week we might get two more. We’d get that 
and then we’d start doing it’.



The main building material of the ‘Corner Cottage’ is asbestos 
with the lower sections of the walls made of cement. There are 
two ceilings, one inserted later below the first; as well as two 
roofs: the first of galvanised iron is below the present tiled roof. 
There are some aluminium-framed windows, but most of the 
timberwork was Red Gum from the mill. Bert says that his uncle 
‘used to cut it pretty much for next to nothing for me when  
I was working there’. Bert took logs off the property, ‘and  
told them what I wanted’. It took ‘a full tree’ to cut the two big 
dark red mantelpieces used in Bert’s home: ‘Never stained that; 
just planed it. Yes, it’s good.’ One is in the kitchen and  
the other in the sitting room, above the fireplace (still in use on 
the wintry day of the interview). The floors are Red Gum as well

Although Kuitpo Forest was being established not far away, 
there was not much pine wood used locally, and Bert was 
alarmed by the thought of white ants – he’d never had any 
termite attacks in the original house but the new room added 
later on the front side was pine. ‘I think we might one day – 
the ceiling might fall out of that with the white ants in it.’ The 
house stands close to McLaren Flat Road, but there was little 
traffic in the early years, as Bert recalled. ‘About three a day  
for the first 12 months after we got married. And then we  
found out it was four you’d say, “She’s crowded again.”  
But now there’s three every minute.’

Bert’s daughter Valerie remembered her brother Stephen 
looking out from the dining room table, ‘and every time he  
saw or heard a truck coming up the road he’d rush out the 

Bert Thorpe in his backyard, his parents’ house at the rear (still owned 
by him), July 2010 – Courtesy of Susan Marsden

Bert Thorpe and his daughter Valerie Lyon in his sitting room (July 
2010), standing in front of the Red Gum mantlepiece made by his 
father – Courtesy of Susan Marsden



back door and run out the front and 
wave to the truck drivers, and yes, he  
was always keen on trucks and ended  
up doing that as a career: driving a 
transport truck’. The two children also 
went to Kangarilla School, and then to 
McLaren Flat, but unlike their father,  
went by bus that stopped right outside 
their door. 

Valerie has also lived locally most of  
her life. ‘Dad gave me three acres  
and an old house in Kangarilla, and in 
those years no-one wanted to live in  
an old house; we all wanted to build  
new homes. So I built a new house  
next door and rented out the old  
house. A few years later, I sold it.  
So we divided it, and now I’ve only 
got about two acres.’ Bert declared, 
‘She’s got the best garden around in 
Kangarilla’.

Bert Thorpe died on 30 June 2011.

Bert Thorpe in front of his house on the day of the interview, July 2010 – 
Courtesy of Susan Marsden
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6	PeteRsen	CResCent,		
PoRt	noARLUnGA
Heather	Lang		
I would like my former home to be included because when 
it was built in 1960/61 it was very modern. It was built for 
Robert (Bob) and Heather Lang at 6 Petersen Crescent, Port 
Noarlunga, on the ‘Bella Vista Estate’. The house and land 
package cost £4,230, and the builder was Mr Ryan.

Our house was constructed on a cement slab (new at the time), 
with a low gabled iron roof, and was double brick cream Besser 
Block on the outside and Besser Block plastered on the inside. 
The ceiling was insulated. There were three bedrooms with 
built-in robes (wardrobes), also a new feature at the time, as 
was the open plan kitchen-living area. 

The carport was under the main roof. This was built in some 
time later for a fourth bedroom. A verandah was also added 
later onto the back of the house, where we enjoyed BBQs 
(barbecues) and the sea breezes. Three water tanks were added 
over the years as well as an air conditioner.

After building fences around the property with the help of friends 
and cementing around the house, Bob and Heather moved in, in 
May 1961, with their two year-old little boy, Robert, and a five-
month baby girl, Anthea. In 1962 another girl, Lynette, was born.



Bob Lang was born in Meadows, South Australia, in 1920, and 
Heather was born in Peterborough in 1932. They met while 
working at Elders GM in the city. Bob was a limbless soldier 
and commuted to work from Port Noarlunga by Briscoe’s Bus. 
On the bus he got to know local people, and later car–pooled 
with three others. 

Heather felt lonely and isolated as there weren’t many other 
houses on the Bella Vista Estate, but she gradually got to 
know her neighbours. When Robert went to Frieda Corpe 
Kindergarten on Benny Avenue she joined the committee and 
helped on endowment days when second-hand clothes and 
cakes were sold to raise money to pay off the kindy.

As the children grew older Heather joined other committees. 
She helped in the canteens at Christies Beach Primary School 
and High School, and was also on the committees of the 
Brownies and the Girl Guides, where the girls went. Bob 
became involved with the new Christies Beach Football Club 

Aerial view of the seafront at Port Noarlunga, 1925 – Courtesy of City of Onkaparinga Libraries



The house in Petersen Crescent in 2007 – Courtesy of Heather Lang

at Bice Oval, as a committee member and a selector, and 
Heather helped in the canteen. Robert played junior football  
for Christies and won best player several times.

The family was actively involved with Christies Beach Methodist 
Church (now Noarlunga Uniting Church). Heather worked 
part-time at Tom’s Fruit and Veg on Beach Road and later at 
the Lettuce Inn at Reynella. When Bob retired in 1982 they 
travelled around and also became volunteers at The Ranch 
helping homeless people. Bob died in 1991. Heather became 
co-ordinator of Christies Care and Craft at the Uniting Church 
for 16 years, and has been a volunteer at Noarlunga Hospital 
for 17 years.

After living at Petersen Crescent for 46 years Heather sold the 
property and is now living happily in a retirement village. She’s 
still involved with the church, hospital, senior citizens group  
and activities in the village, as well as with family. She has  
eight grandchildren.
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HoLIDAY	sHACK	to	
RetIReMent	HoMe
230	esPLAnADe,	seAFoRD

Jack	Holder
John Gordon (Jack) Holder was interviewed in his Seaford 
home (229 Esplanade) in 2008, and has also written an 
autobiography and a memoir of Seaford from 1950. Jack and 
his wife Pauline are the only early Seaford residents still living 
there. As well as constructing a sequence of homes Jack built 
factories at McLaren Vale, and as a Noarlunga councillor was 
involved in planning for the new urban development, Seaford 
Rise Joint Venture. 

Jack was born in 1924 in Stepney near Adelaide. He became 
an ‘improver’ (apprentice plumber), and helped build Salisbury 
Munitions Works during World War Two. He enlisted, was a 

Caves and shack used by local fisherman at the base of the cliffs near Seaford Road & Esplanade, Seaford, 
undated photograph – Courtesy of Jack Holder



sapper in the Engineers, and was discharged in 1946. He started his own plumbing 
firm (Holder & Stanley) in 1952, and built up a statewide business. In 1947 Jack 
married Pauline Poole and they had four children. They lived at Croydon but bought a 
block for a holiday house in Compass Drive in the first subdivision at ‘Straight Beach’ 
(Seaford). This was a three-quarter hour drive from Adelaide. Jack says, ‘To go for a 
holiday, you didn’t want to be around the corner... And my one ambition was to live 
by the beach’.

While on holiday at Christies Beach in 1952, Jack had met ‘an old army mate’ on 
a council job pasting concrete against the cliff to stop erosion. When Jack said he’d 
like to buy a holiday home, his friend said that land ‘down further’ would soon be 
opened up, and drove Jack down Commercial Road to see it. Commercial Road was 
then a dirt road – it’s now a major highway – with only three farmhouses between 
Port Noarlunga and Moana. They drove through crops following wheel tracks (that 
became Seaford Road), to Straight Beach. 

Two years later local landagent TM Burke was selling, and Jack and his brother Bert 
bought quarter-acre blocks to build their holiday homes, along with another three 
or four families, all in Compass Drive. They built shacks of timber and asbestos, two 
rooms to start with. ‘They’re still there today, fifty-four years later, and with terrific 
storms and winds that we’ve had they’re still standing well.’ Jack did worry over the 
years about contracting asbestosis, ‘because we cut the stuff with saws and we drilled 
it – well, not only there but the whole building industry was doing that, and even 
plumbers... Quite a few people I know have got it and within two months they’ve  
been gone’. 

The subdivision was intended for holiday homes with no water or power laid on until 
the 1970s. ‘But also you could get anything through the council then.’ Jack and 
Pauline used Tilley lamps for light. He carted water in drums from a meter on 



View of the beach near Seaford Road & Esplanade, Seaford, undated 
photograph – Courtesy of Jack Holder

People at the beach near the caves at the base of the cliffs near Seaford 
Road & Esplanade, Seaford, early 1960s – Courtesy of Jack Holder

Garry Holder outside the holiday house on Compass Drive in 1954-55. 
Note the kiosk and parked cars at the clifftop – Courtesy of Jack Holder



Commercial Road and also installed a 
rainwater tank. They had a bucket for a 
toilet with a toilet seat bolted to the wall, 
and used another bucket for a shower 
with a tap soldered on the bottom. ‘I’d fill 
it with warm water and hang it up, turn 
the tap on, wet, soap, turn it on, wash the 
soap off. Sometimes the girls would say, 
“Dad, we can’t lift the bucket up. Will you 
get the shower for us?” So I’d fill it with 
ice water and wait for the screams!’ 

The Holders had chosen blocks near 
where the subdivision plan was marked 
‘Reserve’ along the seafront, as (they 
thought) nobody would build on the 
Esplanade in front of them and spoil 
the view. But on a Sunday drive in 1964 
Jack found a man selling the front sites. 
Jack said to him, ‘I thought they were 
reserve’, and laughs at the reply: ‘Yes, 
they’re reserved for TM Burke’s to cut up 
and sell when they like.’ Jack had paid 
£200 ($400) for his block, and ten years 
later paid £750 for the Esplanade block 
in front of him. Many years afterwards, 
after Jack had served as a Noarlunga 
councillor (1991-97), the council named 
a new reserve on the Esplanade ‘The 
Jack Holder Reserve’.

Holiday houses at Seaford in 1954-55 – Courtesy of Jack Holder

Holder family outside the holiday house at Compass Drive in 1954-55 – Courtesy of Jack Holder



Jack says that in the early days there were only about five holiday 
homes at Seaford, and, ‘if we saw someone walking along 
our beach we’d say, “Hey, who’s this on our beach? Who’s 
this stranger?” And now I’m a stranger on my own beach’. The 
children ‘grew up on the beach’ and became good friends with 
children from the other holiday homes. Farmers kept their fishing 
boats in tunnels dug back into the base of the cliffs, and Jack 
bought one and kept his own boat there, ‘until people started to 
live here permanently and that’s when we started having trouble 
and every weekend they’d cut into your sheds with axes and it  
was all young kids with nothing else to do’.

People started to live here permanently in the mid-1970s, 
including his own family. In 1975 Jack built a large home on the 
seafront block (number 230, next door to his present home), and 
he and Pauline moved there from Croydon (Jack retired in 1983). 
The architects Taylor and Nevakus drew up the plans.  

Building the holiday house at Compass Drive in 1954 – Courtesy of 
Jack Holder



There were three bathrooms downstairs, ‘a huge rumpus room 
with an office for Garry, my son, who was in a wheelchair; he 
ran the two-way radios from that office’, Garry’s bedroom and 
ensuite, along with his parents’ bedroom, a lounge, a dining 
room and a big kitchen. There were four bedrooms upstairs,  
‘a big studio’, another bathroom and a verandah looking over 
the sea. The house was built out of ‘solid brick–there weren’t 
too many brick veneer homes, they were just starting to come 
into being’.



The block next door (number 229) was vacant, and all the 
grass seeds would blow onto Jack’s lawn, so he decided, ‘Well, 
there’s only one way to fix that: I’ll buy the block’. This cost him 
$11,000 in 1977, and he put a swimming pool on the back, 
‘and then all this front part I landscaped with lawns and white 
paths and mounds with shrubs and it was really a picture’. 
When their house got too big for them, a daughter bought it 
(her children ‘were all mad surfers’), and Jack decided to build 
his present home on the pool block. He had planned to build 
their retirement house at Moana where he’d bought ‘the best 
block on the seafront’, also for $11,000, which he sold in 
1986 for $60,000. The same block today would be worth up 
to $500,000. ‘So that’s how much they’ve gone up down here. 
I’ve kept telling my children, my apprentices, anybody who 
wishes to listen, that now’s the time to buy real estate whether 
“now” is fifty years ago or fifty years’ time. In my lifetime it has 
only ever gone up.’

Looking back Jack says that ‘Seaford’s been great for us. We’ve 
had fifty years of great fun here’. In 1954 they were 30 when 
they came and they are now nearly 84, ‘so it’s been beaut for 
us and we’ve lived more years down here permanently than 
we’ve lived anywhere in our life... Our children said when they 
got married, “We want to live down there because it’s like 
being on holidays all the time.” So it’s been wonderful for us  
to have our children and our grandchildren grow up with us’. 

The houses that Jack built: his first 
permanent home (rear) at 230 
Esplanade, Seaford, and his present 
home (229), at the time of his 
interview in 2008 – Courtesy of  
Susan Marsden
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5	Lancing	Court,	Huntfield	Heights	
Marlene	Wiechmann
We bought our block of land in Hackham in 1972, looking 
particularly for a north-south facing block, to use the smallest 
amount of energy possible for heating and cooling. We 
loved the area, where we had clean air, close to the beach 
and possible access to work with the new Lonsdale industrial 
development. Also we knew that the climate would be much 
cooler in summer, compared to Adelaide’s northern suburbs. 
There would also be easier access to the city than in the 
northern suburbs, via the new train line planned to run from 
Noarlunga Centre. 

However, we did not have electricity, water or sewerage 
connected. In our new suburb there was just one home a  
few blocks up the road.

With interest rates on the rise, the bank urged us to build our 
own designed dream home as quickly as possible, or else we 
might miss the opportunity to get a loan. After finding a good 
builder we had many strikes affecting the supply of building 
materials, stopping construction of our house at various times, 
but we managed to move in August 1974.

The first day in our new home was spent putting in a rotary 
clothes line. We found it very hard to dig into the limestone, 
and then after cementing it in, a huge wind storm came up, but 
the clothes line survived. We levelled out the front yard, which 
was built up with all the topsoil from the digging out for our 



Excavation of block begins in November 1973 – Courtesy of Marlene Wiechmann

Foundation of house with views looking east towards South Road where the Aussie Inn is now – 
Courtesy of Marlene Wiechmann

House complete, now ready to landscape, 1975 – Courtesy of Marlene Wiechmann



home, into which we planted a lawn. We had many truck  
loads of river loam brought to the back of the house, to  
build up the soil over the limestone and then we put fruit  
trees amongst the other garden plants. We had a furnace 
where we used to burn our papers, being careful not to  
upset the neighbours with the smoke.

We loved the area so much. Cows grazed on the disused 
railway line, often drifting into our garden, so a quick walk 
to tell the farmer his cows were out and about always ended 
with a reward of a dozen fresh eggs! Soon other people built 
around us and to this day they are still our neighbours. In turn 
they helped us and we helped them build garages, cement 
paths and retaining walls. There was a real community spirit.

I caught the Briscoe’s bus with my two-year old daughter in the 
pram, from Main South Road at 10am when I needed to visit 
the SA Bank to pay my mortgage, and returned on the 4pm 
bus. I soon got my driving licence and loved driving over the 
rise on Honeypot Road to see the luscious green wheat fields 
on the southern side, swaying to and fro in the breeze, and the 
reverse, coming back, to see the sea on the horizon. I loved the 
country feel of Hackham, which over the years changed names 
to Hackham West and now Huntfield Heights.

The commencement of the train from Noarlunga Centre was 
very welcome, giving us a relaxed scenic trip into Adelaide. Our 
friends and family came to visit more often as soon as the train 
was in use; they still say the train trip has the best views of our 
state’s coastline. 



My daughter followed the new schools 
as they were built. She started at the 
Old Morphett Vale School on the 
corner of Beach Road and South 
Road, and went on to Hackham West, 
and then to Hackham South School. 
This year marks the 30th anniversary 
of the Hackham South School where 
we all enjoyed the lovely community 
spirit. We had many a good time with 
the annual ‘Bunglers Hill Cup’. Our 
families made a ‘missile’ (go-cart) 
that went down the school hill into hay 
bales at the bottom, oh, what fun. We 
used the occasion for fundraising by 
selling cakes, biscuits and barbeques.

Soon Colonnades was built at 
Noarlunga Centre. On opening night 
there was a magnificent fireworks 
display, although we did not see much 
of it as we had to leave early, as my 
three-year old son was terrified of all 
the noise. The new centre made it 
easier for us to shop locally and not 
have to go into city as much.

Talking now to my grownup children, 
nieces and nephews, they say they 
had the best time playing with 
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View at the end of Lancing Court looking east towards Bellamy’s General Store, the post office 
and Holly House – Courtesy of Marlene Wiechmann

Cows walking along the disused railway line near Penneys Hill Road, Hackham – Courtesy of 
Marlene Wiechmann

The original education building (middle of picture) at the end of Oakridge Rise before Hackham 
South Primary School or Melsetter Road was built – Courtesy of Marlene Wiechmann

complete freedom in the lovely creek we 
once had near our home. Unfortunately 
it is not the same now, as I take my 
grandchildren to see that it is just a 
waterway. We do have the bikeway, which 
runs where the old train line ran, and this 
is nice for the health and wellbeing of the 
people in the south.

As you can see we have seen many 
changes, some for the better, some for...
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