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Meetings of the Surrey Hills Historical Society 
are held on the 3rd Tuesday of the month 
(February to November) at 8pm. 
 
Venue: Maitland Room of The Cottage of the 
Surrey Hills Neighbourhood Centre at 1 Bedford 
Avenue, Surrey Hills. 
Entry is from the rear of the building, accessed 
from Zeplins Lane, which runs beside the 
building. 
There is plenty of parking in the adjacent railway 
car park, which is well-lit at night. 
Supper follows the presentation; a contribution 
of $4.50 goes to the Neighbourhood Centre. 

 

************ 
Members of the Society and others are 
committed to documenting the history of the 
area through the Surrey Hills Neighbourhood 
Centre Heritage Collection. We meet most 
Mondays, 10am-3pm. The collection is open to 
the public at this time. For further details email: 
heritage@surreyhills nc.org.au 
 
Items and stories from the collection appear on 
the Surrey Hills History Facebook  at 
https://www.facebook.com/Surrey-Hills-History-
887879524593056/ and on Victorian Collections 
at https://victoriancollections.net.au 
 

************ 
Surrey Hills Historical Society committee: 

President / newsletter: Sue Barnett 
Vice-President: Euan Walmsley 

Secretary: Max Beaton 
Treasurer: Jon Agar 

General Committee: Dorothy Duncan 
Ex-Officio: Arthur Tonkin 

 
Address for postage: C/o Surrey Hills 

Neighbourhood Centre 
157 Union Road, Surrey Hills, 3127 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 Forthcoming meetings and events 
 

 

 

Tuesday 18 February: Members’ Night – Encore 

‘Gardens I remember’ 

 
Following the success of our last meeting of 2019, we are 
returning to share memories of gardens we remember. 
These could include gardens of our childhood or ones we 
may have visited.  
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The garden at ‘Montalto’ in Union Road was a grand one, partly recorded in these photos from the 
SHNCHC. They capture part of the garden during the ownership of Dr John Box, eye and ear specialist. The 
mansion 'Montalto' had been built in 1888 as the home of Andreas Brook-Hansen; Dr John Box and family 
owned it from 1913. The gardens of the property adjoined the Surrey Gardens. Like so many other 
gardens, these disappeared when the house was demolished in the 1950s. The land was subdivided and 
Sythney Court was created. 
 
Also this meeting, by request, a re-screening of Norman Carter’s films of Surrey Hills and Mont Albert, from 
the period 1939-1954. 
 
Supper coordinators: Philip Widmer and Rob Arkley 
 

Tuesday 17 March: Ken James – ‘Ellis Bankin – Teacher and adventurer; a life cut short’ 

 
Ken James has followed the careers of many teachers in the course of his research, but Ellis Bankin is one 
who stands out. He was born in Victoria in 1903. He teaching career began at age nineteen as a Junior 
Teacher at East Kew State School in 1922. He was head teacher at a number of rural one-teacher schools 
including Bolton in the Mallee and Mosquito Creek near Bendigo. However, apart from his love of teaching, 
Ellis developed a longing for adventure. It saw him spend two years working and travelling in the USA and 
Canada from 1926-1928. He again went abroad in 1931, this time to England. In late 1934, when Ellis 
discovered motorcycles. The following year he undertook several long trips and in December 1935 set off 
with the aim of becoming the first motorcyclist to reach Uluru – it was to be his last adventure. He died 
near Mt Conner, close to Uluru, in January of 1936.  
 

 
Ellis Bankin outside the garage which regularly serviced his 350cc Triumph motorcycle. 
Acknowledgement: https://www.territorystories.nt.gov.au/jspui/handle/10070/8260 

 
Supper coordinators: Euan and Karen Walmsley 

 

Tuesday 21 April: Volkhard Wehner – ‘A remarkable man: Dr Leonard Bell Cox – 

Melbourne Doctor, Art Collector and Horticulturalist’  

Leonard Bell Cox (1894-1976) is remembered not only for his contributions in the field of neurology but 
also for the expertise he developed in Oriental art and the propagation of rhododendrons and camellias. 

https://www.territorystories.nt.gov.au/jspui/handle/10070/8260
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Leonard was born in Prahran to English parents. His father was an Anglican turned Methodist minister and 
Leonard was educated at Wesley and then the University of Melbourne, where he studied medicine. His 
medical career was interrupted by WW1. After a brief residency at (Royal) Melbourne Hospital, in May 
1917 Leonard was commissioned as a captain in the Australian Army Medical Corps and served on the 
Western Front. Collecting art, one of Leonard’s life-long passions, stemmed from this time. He returned 
from the war to forge a notable career in the emerging field of neurology.  

Some may remember Dr Volkhard Wehner as a past president of the Camberwell Historical Society. With a 
PhD and qualifications in librarianship and horticulture, Volkhard has researched and written on a wide 
range of subjects. His connection to Leonard Bell was a personal one and his life story is full of interest.  

 

Acknowledgments: Left – Leonard Bell Cox from the cover of Volkhard Wehner’s book; Right - ‘Folly Farm’ Olinda in 1914 where 
Leonard Cox later propagated and cultivated rhododendrons and camellias from the collection of Mt Dandenong & District 

Historical Society Inc 

Supper coordinators: Ken James and Max Beaton 

Mont Albert Primary School was officially 
opened on 23rd April 1917 and these 
photos, taken by Helen Rhoda Gillespie, 
provide us with a glimpse of that day.  The 
original building, constructed of solid red 
brick, consisted of seven rooms and still 
remains. According to the short history of 
the school on its website, it was the first 
School in Victoria to have the interior 
purely constructed of Victoria hardwood, 
from floor to ceiling. 

On opening day, the school was sited on 5 
and a half acres of land and surrounded by 

 

Looking back – Early photos of Mont Albert Primary School 
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paddocks, as seen in Rhoda’s photos, so it’s not surprising that at the first official meeting of the School 
Council in May 1917 the need for asphalting of playing areas was discussed. Other matters considered 
were provision of a letter box and electric lights for the lobby, double room, office and sewing room. 
 
The school opened with 147 students across Prep to Grade 6. It grew quickly - later that year, a further 72 
children were admitted, making a total enrolment in the first year of 219. The Principal was Charles Alipius 
Hyland (Registration No 9849), who was born in Ballarat to Irish parents. His father had been a policeman 
in Ireland and joined the Victoria Police just after the Eureka Stockade. Charles was educated by the 
Christian Brothers in Ballarat and passed his matriculation and civil service exams in 1881. Early positions 
saw him in Buln Buln, Creswick and Nar-Nar Goon. At Mont Albert he was assisted by three teachers. 

The school became Mont Albert Central School in 1918, expanding to cater for students in Forms 1 and 2. 
An additional 2 acres facing Kenmare Street were purchased in 1919 and in May 1924 four additional 
classrooms were built. Mont Albert remained a Central School until 1964, when the secondary years 
formed the basis of a new high school, initially named Box Hill North High School and later re- named 
Koonung Secondary College.  

 

So what of the photographer, Helen Rhoda Gillespie (1894-1971)? Known as Rhoda, and born in Malvern, 
she was the only daughter of John Gillespie and his wife Jemima (nee Smellie). She had 2 brothers: David 
James and Harold John, both of whom served in the First World War and whose names are included on the 
Honor Roll in the Surrey Gardens. John Gillespie died in 1901 when Rhoda was only 6 years old.  

In 1916 the family moved from Malvern to 6 Stanhope Street, Mont Albert. Rhoda did not marry and 
worked as a secretary / typist with photography as a passionate hobby. She lived in Stanhope Street for the 
rest of her life. The original home was captured by Rhoda on the occasion of a welcome-home party for her 
brothers. 

This is an important photo, not only because of the primary reason it was taken, but because it also 
records a home that was later replaced by the family with a newer semi-detached pair. These still stand 
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and are a notable example of this style of housing, relatively few of which occur in our area. The newer 
addition was also documented by Rhoda. 

We are grateful to Stephen Gillespie for sharing these and ones of the Harold and David as servicemen, 
with our collection. 

 

 

 
The new rotunda in the Surrey Gardens is slowly taking shape. Thank you to Ruth and Rob Arkley for 
recording various stages of its construction. The original rotunda was built by Clarence Montgomery. 
Sometime in the late 1970s or early 1980s Clarence's daughter Violet (Mrs Ewing) lent a photo of that 

 

Clarence Montgomery – the man behind the original rotunda in the Surrey 

Gardens 
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rotunda to Jocelyn Hall for copying. It appears in the book 'Surrey Hills - In celebration of the centennial, 
1883-1983' and is reproduced here. [SHP0847] 

     
Keen to learn something about Clarence, I used Ancestry.com to trace a descendant of the Montgomery 
family, Vince Dooley who helped build a profile of Clarence. He was born in Taradale / Metcalfe in 1869 
and grew up in Echuca, a son of John Reid Montgomery and his wife Jane (nee Ford). His father had been 
apprenticed as a sawyer to his father in Liverpool and came to Australia as a ship's carpenter on the newly 
built mail ship ‘Nelius’. Before settling in Echuca, John Montgomery built bridges for the Victorian railways. 
In Echuca he had a number of business interests. For a time, he operated a paddle-steamer and later 
owned a furniture business. He was chairman of various committees in Echuca, a church warden and 
Mayor for two terms.  
 
Both Clarence and his brother worked with timber. While Clarence is consistently described as a carpenter, 
John Ford Montgomery was a wheelwright; both were firemen and all were active in Lodges and the 
Mechanics Institute.  
 
A short time after his father died in 1904, Clarence moved to Rainbow and then Koroit. He was a 
bandmaster in both towns. Vin thinks Clarence played trombone and that his brother played cornet. 
Clarence arrived in Surrey Hills from Koroit some time between 1909 and 1914. Initially he and his family 
lived in Sunbury Crescent, but after only a few years they moved to 83 Croydon Road. Clarence’s son 
William Henry Montgomery also became a carpenter. 

 

 John Reid Montgomery seated with his four sons: 
Back row L to R Walter and Clarence. 
Front row L to R William, JR, and John Ford 
Montgomery. 
Photo courtesy of Trevor Montgomery 
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Recently an enquiry from Rev Bill Pugh started volunteers with the local heritage collection searching for 
information about local Surrey Hills and Mont Albert men and women who served in World War 2. We 
discovered that while we now have a lot of information about locals who served in World War 1, we have 
relatively little material on World War 2.  
 
There are some treasures including the films by Norman Carter detailing practice air raid drills in the 
Everton Road area; a couple of blurry photos of rudimentary backyard air raid shelters; a copy of the map 
of District of Camberwell Area G, Sector 49 (the counties area) showing the location of emergency 
facilities, including fire alarms and hydrants and wardens’ houses and a wonderful memoir written by 
Arthur Tonkin. Arthur, as all our members know, has lived most of his life in Surrey Hills. He served in WW2 
as a driver transporting troops and supplies along the dusty, and at times treacherous, road between Alice 
Springs and Darwin.  

 
The Pugh family have recently donated material concerning 
their relatives including John Fyfe Pugh, a Captain with the 
2/24 Battalion and Vincent Baron Pugh, a driver with the 
2nd AIF. However, we know that there will be many who 
had family members who served. If they were resident or 
born in Surrey Hills or Mont Albert, we would love to know 
about them and their service and add them to the database 
we are compiling. 
 
If you would like to share information, please email us at 
heritage@surreyhillsnc.org.au 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As has been the case for the past 5 years, a Dawn Service will be held on ANZAC Day in the Surrey Gardens.  

An invitation is extended to all in the community to attend.  

Please gather by 5.45am for a 6am commencement. 

A limited number of priority seats are available. These need to be pre-booked through the Surrey Hills 
Neighbourhood Centre by phoning 9890 2467 or by emailing the office on enquiries@surreyhillsnc.org.au 

 

 

In search of locals who served in WW2 - SHNCHC collecting focus for 2020 

Left: Vin Pugh who worked for Sands & MacDougall after 
the war and later became a Presbyterian minister. 

 

ANZAC DAY – SATURDAY 25 APRIL 2020 IN THE SURREY GARDENS  

mailto:heritage@surreyhillsnc.org.au
mailto:enquiries@surreyhillsnc.org.au

