
How a casual comment led to 
a trusty, rusty rifle recovery 

A CHANCE remark dur
ing a chat between a 
CALM forester and a 
veteran bushman-timber 
feller has led to the dis
covery, after 56 years, of 
the owner of a .303 Mar
tini-Henry single-shot ri
fle. 

The rusted rifle was 
found last February by 
CALM Walpole rangers 
Gary Muir and Greg 
Hodgson while working on 
dieback demarcation at 
Spring Block, 75 kilome
tres south east of 
Manjimup. 

A few months later, Vic 
Starkie casually mentioned 
to CALM forester John 
Evans that he had once 
cut sleepers in the 
Mattabandup area many 
years ago. 

year-old railway sleeper 
cutter, working with twelve 
Yugoslav immigrants on a 
conditional purchase block 
belonging to the late 
Shirley Muir. 

The men camped 
nearby; Vic in a hut and 
the others in tents on an 
open flat. 

Dairy farm 
The hut had been built 

about 1925 by Charlie 
Bloxom, for a Mr Braun 
who wanted to begin dairy 
farming there, but the cattle 
wandered off and the 
venture came to nothing. 

One afternoon in late 
February just after lunch 
the sky began to darken 
and Vic suspected rain. 
However, a huge noise, like 
a violent hailstorm, began 
and total darkness quickly 
descended. 

1000 miles ( not kilometres 
in those days). 

All their tools, tents and 
personal belongings were 
lost and the hut, built of 
jarrah slabs and containing 
Vic 's personal gear, was 
gutted. 

All they could do was 
head for whatever shelter 
they could find on the open 
flat. 

So intense was the fire 
that stacks of green, freshly 
hewn sleepers, ready for 
cartage were destroyed. 

The heat and smoke 
almost overpowered them, 
but all managed to survive. 

Burnt tyres 
When the fire front had 

passed, Vic returned to the 
site of the hut in time to see 
the tyres of his bicycle 
'burning like catherine 
wheels ' . 

lay, undisturbed, next to 
the stone fireplace. 

Work for the next few 
years was felling trees for 
the Jardee Sawmill and 
although he volunteered 
several times for active 
service during World War 
II, the Federal Government 
decided he could best help 
the war effort by continuing 
the work he was doing, 
which he did for more than 
20 years. 

Vic accompanied John 
Evans to the area recently 
and met the officers who 
had found the rifle. 

Coincidentally, one of 
the officers, Gary Muir, is 
a great-nephew of the late 
Shirley Muir. 

After more than five 
decades, Vic remembered 
details of the hut layout 
and many other features. John, knowing the area 

had been renamed Spring 
Block, recalled hearing that 
an old rifle had been found 
there, so asked Vic if he 
knew of anyone who might 
have lost it. 

Realising it was the 
sound of a 'massive fire ' 
he began running towards 
the flat where the others 
were camped. 

Later still, when the heat 
from the fire had subsided, 
he walked 10 kilometres to 
Willy Muir's farm at Lake 
Muir to raise the alarm. 

Even more amazing, in 
spite of the fires the area 
had experienced over the 
years, tiny wooden pegs he 
had used to pin kangaroo 
skins to dry were still in 
the bark of a large redgum 
tree beside the ruins of the 
hut. 

Remains of rifle lies on map belo11gi11g to the Muir family. The map shows old locations, si11ce 
resumed by Crown, in Lake Muir-Mattabandup area. Photo by John Evans 

Owner found 
"Yes, it 's mine," said 

an astonished Vic. 
Now 78 years old, Vic 

had lost the rifle in 1937 in 
a massive bushfire that 
ravaged the area between 
Mayanup and Walpole. 

He was then a fit 22 

The sky had darkened 
so quickly that their 
campfire became a bright 
glow in the distance. 

The fire approached 
rapidly and there was no 
time to save anything - not 
even their only transport, a 
1937 Maple Leaf truck, 
which had clocked less than 

Burning trees with 
falling limbs made the walk 
highly risky. 

Vic returned to the hut 
site a month later and 
collected what he thought 
to be his only surviving 
possession, the push bike 
frame . 

Meanwhile, the rifle 

It was in 1936 that Vic 
bought the rifle, then in 
good condition, for 
two pounds from Fred 
Coombes, a former World 
War I British army captain 
who was living near 

Manjimup at the time. 
The Walpole Historical 

Museum now proudly 
displays the rifle, as it was 
found, together with a 
plaque detailing its history. 

Vic later became a bush 
fire brigade officer, and 
said it took him some time 

to overcome the concern 
he felt at the sight and 
sound of a bush fire but he 
is adamant about one thing. 

"It's absolutely vital 
that the regular burning of 
the forest be done to reduce 
the possibility oflarge bush 
fires, Vic said. "Only those 

who ' ve lived through a 
horrifying experience such 
as the 1937 fire can 
appreciate the ferocity and 
speedy devastation that 
fires can cause. Fires like 
that should never be 
allowed to happen again," 
he said . 

New book on 'paws' 
KANGAROO paws and 
Catspaws - a definitive 
book on these unique spe
cies that include West-

I I 
the Paris Museum. 

by Nigel Higgs Part of CALM's strat-

photographers, Babs and 
Bert Wells.The book illus
trates all the kangaroo paw 
species and subspecies and 
provides · information to 
help, not just with identifi
cation, but with under
standing. 

egy to conserve Western 
Australia's flora is to 
stimulate public aware
ness of the State ' s 
megadiversity of plants. 

The return of 
rcise mal.lee 

ern Australia's floral 
emblem - has been pub
lished by CALM. 

The book is a natural 
history and field guide, 
written by Stephen Hopper, 
a former senior principal 
research scientist with 
CALM and now Director 
of Kings Park and Botanic 
Garden. 

It is superbly illustrated 
by local artist Margaret 
Pieroni, with most of the 
photographs by interna
tionally acclaimed wildlife 

History 
It includes a section on 

the history of the identifi
cation of the plant since it 
was first collected and re
corded by a European bota
nist in 1792. One of these 
specimens is still stored in 

Kangaroo Paws and 
Catspaws does just that and 
is a book that deserves a 
spot in every plant lover 's 
library . 

Kangaroo Paws and 
Catspaws - a natural 
history and field guide. 
Author Stephen Hopper. 
Edited by.Ray Bailey and 
Kate Hooper. Published by 
CALM, the recommended 
retail price is $24.95 

RECOVERY of the rose 
mallee, Eucalyptus 
rhodantha, is well und.er 
way with the planting of 
more than 500 seedlings 
into their natural habitat 
at Watheroo. 

Moora district officers 
Ken Borland and Russell 
Bone, and I planted the 
seedlings over two days in 
early June. 

On the second day we 
were helped by local 
residents Fred Mogridge 
and Steven Yates, who are 
employed by the Wheatbelt 

---------------------------------------------------------, Aboriginal Corporation 

ASCIENTIFICpaperre- D ·1 e back and ·1 m pact been found to harbour (Northam) and are helping 
portingastudyoftheeco- dieback disease. CALM with reserve 
logical impact of dieback Research in the Stirling management and special 
disease (Phytophthora s • 

1 
• R Range National Park projects such as prescribed 

cinnamomi) in the Stir- o n t I r I n g a n g e suggests that as many as burning, rubbish removal 
lingRangeNationalPark 2000 of the 9000 native and sign erection. 
was recently published in plant species in south- The rose mallee is a 
theAustralianJournalof AustraliaaretheMyrtaceae dieback disease, while shelter of a dense canopy western Australia may be spectacular plant with 
Ecology. (e.g. eucalypts, paperbarks species with low may disappear as the susceptible to dieback. silvery-grey leaves and 

The paper was based on and bottle brushes, making susceptibility (e.g. sedges susceptible plants that This study highlights large red flowers that hang 
a study carried out by up 737 described species), and rushes) have become shelter them are killed. the serious ecological im- from the branches on long 
research scientist Ray the Papilionaceae (pea- more abundant. Animals may suffer, pact of dieback disease on stalks. 
Wills of CALM's WA flowered plants with 639 Often, there are more too, since the susceptible native plant communities Less than 500 plants 
Herbarium between described species), and the species of Myrtaceae and plants may be a key food and suggests that signifi- are known from a few 
December 1988 and April . Proteaceae (e.g. banksias, Proteaceae at any one source or may have been cant components of the populations near the 
1989. grevilleas, dryandras and location than species from important as shelter from flora and associated fauna wheatbelt towns of Three 

The study showed that hakeas, making up 536 all other plant families predators. of the south-west of West- Springs and Watheroo and 
some plant families had described species). combined. Scientists· Newhook em Australia are endan- negoti~tions are underway 
large numbers of All of these families are Almost invariably, a and Podger highlighted the gered by this virulent to acquire the area as a 
susceptible species, while important in the Stirling few of these species are virulence of dieback pathogen. nature reserve. 
others were apparently Range and all have species dominant. disease in the Annual The seedlings are being 
unaffected by the pathogen. that are susceptible to the Dominant species may Review of Phytopathology introduced because no new 

Over one-third of the disease. also be critical to the in 1972 when they stated Wills, R T (1993) "The plants have been recorded 
330 species assessed were Most notably, 85 per survival of many of the that this fungus was ecological impact of in any of the populations 
found to have at least some cent of species surveyed plants and animals that also "probably the most Phytophthora cinnamomi since observations began 
individuals in a population from the Proteaceae were live there. If these species destructive plant pathogen in the Stirling Range almost two decades ago. 
killed by dieback. susceptible. die from dieback disease, ever recorded in native National Park, Western The habitat has become 

The three most Species of Proteaceae the foundation of the vegetation." Australia. " Australian badly degraded over time 
important woody plant have markedly declined at ecosystemmaybeaffected. Since then, more and Journal of Ecology due to grazing, rabbits and 
families in Western sites long infested by Plants that grow in the more plant species have 18 (2) 145-159. weed infestation. 

The seedlings were 

by Anne Kelly 

grown by RGC Mineral 
Sands Limited at their 
Eneabba nursery from seed 
collected during research 
in 1985-86. 

Trials varying the level 
of watering, fertili ser 
application and weed 
control were established to 
determine the best methods 
for larger scale plantings 
into the populations in 
future years . 

The weather conditions 
have been excellent for 
seedling establishment 
with good rains preceding 
and following the 
plantings. 

Leftover seedlings were 
distributed by the Mor 
District office and RG~ 
staff to schools in the 
Watheroo-Three Springs 
area for Arbor Day activi
ties on June 11. 

Reintroduction pro
grams will be undertaken 
next year at Watheroo and 
at one of the two northern 
populations near Three 
Springs. 

Ken Borland and I re
cently met members of the 
Three Springs Shire to dis
cuss rehabilitation of a road 
verge gravel pit in the 
centre of one of the 
populations. 

The gravel pit will be . 
landscaped by the Shire 
over the next few months 
and planted next winter 
with Eucalyptus rhodantha 
seedlings and associated 
species. 


