PIONEERING DAYS AT VALES POINT
MEMOIRS OF JAMES VINRACE VALE

Christmas bells once grew in profusion in the vicinity of Camp Creek and the nearby “holey ground” (as it was known to the pioneering Vale family), where a big power station is now sited.

Vales Point has changed from the lonely wilderness that pioneer James Vinrace Vale knew some seventy years ago when he first camped in a tent there by the bank of that little stream that he called Camp Creek, to a big industrial complex, with nearby residential areas prettily situated by the southern shores of Lake Macquarie.

This story of Vales Point has been put together with the cooperation of James Vinrace the second, now living at Shelley Beach, who came there in 1911 when he was only five years of age. He remembers well, and I have recorded on cassette the story he has told, with some information supplied by his sister in law Mrs Grace Vale (the widow of Rupert Vinrace Vale) and her son Spencer Vinrace Vale; all three of whom must be thanked along with Mrs Bessie Mumford (nee Vale) of Balgowlah, for making family photographs and information available for publication.
This is an edited version of the story that has been recorded by James Vinrace Vale.

My grandfather Stephen Vale migrated from Cornwall in England way back in the last century, probably in the eighteen sixties, and was employed as a mining engineer, managing a copper mine somewhere out from Adelaide, about sixty miles from there I believe. My father, James Vinrace Vale, after whom I was named, was born at that time – about 1868.

After some years there the family transferred to the Newcastle area where he was manager of the E.A. Copper Company at Waratah. Later he moved to Sydney where he had his own office as and assayer in Castlereagh Street, and the family lived at Drummoyne.

When he, died my father, who had qualified as an assayer, an analytical chemist, a mining engineer, and a steam engineer, took over the business and lived in a fine house in Eastwood.

My fathers godfather was a man named Vinrace Laurence, apparently held in the highest esteem by my father because all his children had their second baptismal name called after him. Thus we have Rupert Vinrace Vale, Clifford Vinrace Vale, Bessie Vinrace Vale, and James Vinrace Vale; and they in their turn used the same word in naming their children; and so is has continued with few exceptions through the succeeding generations as a tradition in the family.
In 1911 my father decided to forsake the city life. He acquired 640 acres, one square mile, by conditional purchase (which meant that he had to live on it and could not sell it for a specified period) at what we called Mannering Park, the name by which it is still known. It was then a wilderness of virgin scrub and forest for which he paid ten shillings an acre.

He brought also what he called the front portion consisting of eighty acres at Garths Point which had been occupied by a man named Edward Garth who at one time lived there in a simple hut officially valued, according to old records, at four pounds.

He was almost certainly the Edward Garth who was licensee of the Bridge Hotel which was the first building of any kind in Wyong. When the railway station and bridge were being constructed at Wyong in the mid eighteen eighties a big gang of construction workers were camped in tents in the vicinity of what is now the shopping centre of the town, and to supply them with liquor Garth erected a primitive shanty with spotted gum posts surrounded by hessian and with an iron roof on the site of what is now the Grand Hotel.
It has been said that Garth had a piggery out on the point, and used to feed these animals on the fish which teemed in the waters nearby.

There was a grave that I remember where two little children, a boy and girl probably aged about ten or twelve years of age were buried. They had probably drowned in the lake and were buried nearby, and lilies were planted over their graves, every year these flowers would come into bloom making a pretty picture. They are believed to have been Garth children.

The eighty acres had water frontage, and the other land had a 100 foot reserve from the waters edge.

There were no roads then, only bush tracks, and the main road to Newcastle was only a bumpy old cart track. I remember that very well.

The nearest store was kept by the two Farmer brothers, Harry and Ray, at Wyee which was six miles away along the route of what is now Vales Road and the Highway. There was also a bridle track that we followed along the eastern side of Mannering Creek which we crossed at a place called “The Rocks”.
Within reason you could buy anything you wanted from the Farmers store – anything from bread and butter and jam t a hammer and nails. It was also the post office, and papers were sold there. They did not bake their own bread but had it sent down daily by rail from Newcastle. In general they gave good service, but they did not sell meat. That we bought from a butcher at Burwood in Sydney who regularly forwarded it by train to Wyee where we collected it. We usually went to Wyee about twice a week in a cart or on horseback for our supplies. When our first home was built the materials and furniture where hauled from Wyee Station by bullock team; but later when my brother Rupert built his home in 1923 the materials were brought from Dora Creek by our own barge which by that time we had acquired for transporting the timber, which we cut in our mill, to various places around the lake including Cockle Creek.

When my father first came there he camped in a tent by the bank of a little stream he called Camp Creek. He chose that spot to pitch his tent because it provided a good supply of clear, fresh water. That was where the power station is now. My older brother Rupert who had been educated at Sydney Grammar School and who was about sixteen years old went with him and my brother Clifford too; and there they built a simple house in the grounds of where the school is now. It was made by their own hands and had a galvanised iron roof and many tanks for storing water.

When it was completed my mother and the other two children, my sister Bessie Vinrace and myself, came by rail to join them. There was no school within reasonable distance and so I never went to school, but received lessons from the Correspondence School which taught me the basics. Later I made a study of motor engineering, and left Mannering Park when I was about eighteen to work in the motor industry for more than twenty years.

My father started off breading horses – he hade about forty mares and a prize stallion; but that was not a success, so he started making charcoal, and acids and tar from dry wood, for which there was a good demand during World War One. He built a wharf in the bay, and ships came from Sydney to take away his products. However, when the war finished so did the demand; so the distillery and all his plant were closed down.
About 1919 he established a steam powered sawmill where he cut house timber. Bullock drivers used to bring logs to the mill from places outside the area – I don’t know where they came from. I remember there was a team owned by a man named Deaves and another by a man named Frost. I remember that these teamsters used to let the bullocks loose at night with the bells on them so that they could be found easily next morning. The noise of the bells used to annoy my father. Several times he asked the owners not to do it, but they ignored his requests, so he yarded the animals in the middle of the night and took the bells off and threw them down a well and they were never found, and from then on there was peace and quiet there at night.

The sawn timber was delivered in a barge which he and Rupert had made, and towed by a launch. It was a flat bottomed barge that had to be taken into shallow water in some parts of the lake.

At this time he was also raising beef cattle, about fifty head, and butchers used to come there to buy them. Cattle duffers were active, and used to steal some.

Fishermen based on Dora Creek used to come into the bay and haul for mullet – the place was alive with them. Sometimes they would catch as many as 300 baskets of them. They could not send them all away, so they used to enclose them in wire netting and held in place by stakes and keep them alive until such time as they could send them to the Sydney markets by rail. Quite a number of the fish would die and a terrible smell would come from there so we called the place Stinking Point because of it. I remember one of the biggest fishing operators there was a family called Parker from Dora Creek. Some of their descendants are still there. Fishing was a big industry in the lake then, with about 350 fishermen in the area. Sharks were very plentiful.
Quite often sharks were hauled in with the fish in the net, and if not caught they would go through the net and let the fish out. The older men of the Parker family would walk out among the fish with axes and kill the sharks – but none of the younger men would do it.

There was plenty of wildlife in the bush – possums, koalas, wallabies and birds. Miners from Catherine Hill Bay would across and shoot everything about the place.

I recall one afternoon when some of these “sportsmen” were shooting where the memorial park is now, which was heavily timbered then. They shot a koala which they badly wounded. These loveable creatures cry out pitifully like little human babies when in distress. My father heard the shooting and the wailing. Very angry, he rushed down to the scene with a gun and threatened the intruders if they didn’t get off the place at once. They saw that he meant it and made a hasty retreat. The koala was so badly injured that my father had to shoot it to put it out of its misery.
When my father first came with his two older sons to occupy his 720 acre property they travelled by road via Wisemans Ferry which was the road route from Sydney to the north in those times. The Pacific Highway did not come into use until about twenty years later. 

We lived then at Eastwood where we had a fine home, and a phaeton, and buggies and sulkies and horses. They loaded these vehicles with a tent and camping equipment and tools, etc, and set out on their journey.

It may be wondered why my father would leave a beautiful home and secure income from his profession for the lonely jungles of Lake Macquarie. It is a simple explanation. He was in very bad health and the doctors told him if he did not get out, away from his business as an assayer in Castlereagh Street he would not live; so he decided to move to the country “away from it all”.

It was a strange situation for my mother. She was a city girl, raised at Balmain, and had to leave her beautiful home in Eastwood, where she had a maid, and condition herself to a wholly new environment that was so completely different from anything that she had ever known before. But condition herself she did and coped very well with the new kind of life that she faced.

It was my mother who christened our property Mannering Park. We had known it as Garths Point, and the stream that flows into Wyee Bay was, and still is, called Mannering Creek.
My mother could print very well and when I was only a little boy she printed the name “Mannering Park” on a sign beautifully embellished, and I got on a horse and took the hammer and nails and attached it to what we called our back gate that was just over a mile from our house which was where the school is now.

We had fowls and ducks so there was always plenty of fresh eggs and poultry; and we had a few cows which provided us with milk and cream and butter; and we grew vegetables and citrus fruits. We tried to grow stone fruits too but it was not a success, probably because the soil was not suitable; but across Wyee Bay was a deserted orchard, probably about two acres of it, that had belonged to a man named John Overall. It is now the Mecca Caravan Park. Many kinds of fruit grew well there – peaches, plums, grapes, apples, etc. – and we would go across by boat and help ourselves to the fruits in season.

Near where the channel from the power station enters Wyee Bay is a swampy area at the mouth of the Mannering Creek known to us as “the duck holes” because of the thousands of ducks – black ducks and teal ducks – used to live and breed there. The bay was also a favourite habitat of swans which at times massed there in great numbers so the area seemed black with them.

Christmas bells grew profusely in the vicinity of Camp Creek. A beautiful sight they were.

My brother Rupert cleared about twenty acres of scrub to the east of where the caravan park is now for a cultivation paddock. A terrible job. It was thickly timbered. Big broad leafed ti-trees grew there with thick undergrowth. He had to winch the trees out by the roots one by one, then cut them into lengths and stack them and burn them.

On his cultivated patch he grew oats, sorghum, potatoes, passionfruit, tomatoes, melons, and peanuts. Some of the potatoes were sold commercially. They were sent to the Sydney markets by rail.

Rupert used to build launches there. He new a man at Swansea, who was a boat builder and he spent some time there and learnt how to build boats. He made them of ti-tree and beech and imported New Zealand kauri. They were beautiful boats up to thirty seven feet long – and very well made they were too. The pictures of them don’t do justice to them.

On one occasion he had difficulty launching a big one. He could not get it down the slipway into the water, so he hooked a bullock team onto it and hauled it into the lake that way. Some of the bullocks in the lead were almost submerged with only their heads above the water level. In later years he used to take the family (and others who cared to go) to the pictures at Belmont across the lake on Saturday nights in one of his launches.
To the east of Camp Creek was a 50 acre property later owned by Harold Swindlehurst who established an orchid there, but it was not a success. He was a civil engineer with the Blue Mountains Council and left the trees to his two sons Lionel and Byron to manage, but they had been college educated and were not interested in working on the land.

Lionel later became a Church of England minister and served as a missionary in South Africa for about four years, and spent some years in New Zealand. Byron became a town clerk and served as such in Mudgee for twenty eight years. I married their sister Alice.

The 80 acres at the point had passed from Edward Garth to Henry James Corden (who also owned Wyee Point) to my father. By 1926 the timber there had been cleared away. The trees now there in the park right at the point have grown there since then.
In 1926 my father subdivided his 640 acres into 18 lots ranging from six acres to 100 acres and sold it privately. Gradually strangers came there to settle.
About 1890 much of that land had been surveyed into small 33 feet frontage lots known as the Abbotsford subdivision, by whom and for what purpose I do not know. Abbotsford was the home of Walter Scott the famous Scottish novelist and poet, and streets in the subdivision were named after his books.

Rupert sold his fifty acres and home in Grace Street to his brother in law William Spenser who later sold it for a great sum of money. He was a retired rice grower from the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area.

What is now known as Point Wollstonecraft was know as Little Wangi.

Across the water at what is now known as St. John of God Hospital lived Bert Bailey a notable actor of his time some fifty years ago, who portrayed the part of “Dad” in the film version of the Steele Rudd On Our Selection series making the character a household word.

The present children’s playground (the Memorial Park) was donated by my mother, and the memorial to my father there was erected partly by the council and partly by my mother. She brought the stone and had it inscribed, and the council had the base put in.
Rupert Street, Grace Street, and Spencer Road were named after my brother Rupert and his wife whose maiden name was Grace Spencer.

My father who was born at Rundle Street, Adelaide died in 1955 at the age of 86. The inscription on the plaque in the memorial park established in his memory reads:

“This park is dedicated to the memory of James Vinrace Vale pioneer and founder of Mannering Park 1868-1955”.

