My Grandfather Giovanni Roberto Merlo

by Hazel Merlo

During last year, visitors to Lake Eildon in Victoria have been fascinated to see again
the remains of a homestead emerge from the waters of the lake that were last seen in
the drought of 1983. Some information about this settlement is available at the park
entrance and also at a point called Merlo’s Lookout which overlooks the site.

We are very pleased to publish this detailed account, which revises existing informa-
tion and adds new facts, written by Hazel Merlo, a grandaughter of the original set-
tler. In her notes accompanying the article she writes:

I have changed a great deal of previously written articles which I found contained
incorrect statements, the worst one being my own. When I wrote the article for the
National Park Authority in 1983 when the old home was exposed during the long
drought, I quoted from my father’s description of building a house. This was, in fact,
the 1900 building and not the first one, built in 1883. The latter took one month to
finish, not six years. Selectors had one year in which to build a house and had to
reside in it for the whole six years of the licence. The story, as now written, is to the
best of my knowledge, belief and research, correct and gives the information con-
tained in the selection papers, government files and family papers.

In December 1860, the Green Jacket, on its way
from Liverpool, England, to Melbourne,
Australia, with 150 passengers abroad, called in
at Le Havre and picked up eight more, one of
whom was my grandfather, Giovanni Roberto
Merlo, the son of Pietro Merlo and Ursula for-
merly Tona, of Tirano, Province of Sondrio,
Lombardy, Italy.*

Grandfather’s age was listed as 25 but he was, in
fact, only 22 and under age by European law. His
main reason for going to the other side of the
world is not known now. It may just have been a
young man’s call for adventure, especially with
the lure of gold; he may have been unhappy at
home; there may have been little chance for
employment in his locality or, since he was under
age, a natural desire to avoid compulsory mili-
tary service, especially since Lombardy had been
ravaged by war the previous year, resulting from
the Austrian occupation of Italy.

The Green Jacket arrived at Melbourne in March
1861 and Giovanni made his way to the Ballarat
goldfields. At first he had some success but the
lucky strike which could have made his fortune
eluded him. With little or no gold to buy food and
shelter, Giovanni looked for work. So many men
had left their employment and their homes to
search for the elusive riches that labourers were
scarce and good wages were paid to those who
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presented for work. Giovanni found employment
and good company in the Smythesdale-Ross
Creek district, south-west of Ballarat.

Giovanni Roberto Merlo and his wife Mary Ann
Tuddenham in ¢1900.



Work, though plentiful, was hard for all the set-
tlers but they regularly arranged entertain-
ments, such as concerts to raise money for a good
cause, and dances. Grandfather Merlo, now call-
ing himself John Merlo, joined in the festivities
and, at one of the dances, met his future wife,
Mary Ann Tuddenham, when she tripped and fell
on to his lap." The romance continued, and early
in 1867, John and 19 year old Mary Ann were
married with her parents consent, at St. Alipius,
East Ballarat.

News came of another gold strike, this time in
north-eastern Victoria at Spring Creek near the
small new township of Alexandra, itself the site
of the Red Gate Diggings. John and his new wife
packed their belongings and set off on another
quest for a fortune.

Arriving at the diggings, John pegged out a claim
in Durham Gully itself. (The entire goldfield had
adopted the name of the creek where gold had
been found). At first they lived in a large miner’s
tent until John was able to build a hut, but, being
a country girl, Mary Ann soon adapted to a life in
the open.

Many years later, when reminiscing about those
early days, Mary Ann told of the times when no
other help was available and she had to winch up
the buckets of quartz, as the shaft John was dig-
ging became deeper. Hard work indeed, but the
time John would have had to spend carrying his
heavy buckets up the ladder would be better
spent digging for the reef he believed was there.
Mary Ann also remembered the good times when
John would come home from the mines, she
would hold out her white apron and he would
drop in the little nuggets of gold.?

Towards the end of 1867, Mary Ann went back to
Alexandra where their first child, Ursula, was
born.*

Early in 1868, John Tuddenham, Mary Ann’s
older brother, joined them and the brothers-in-
law mined under the name of Merlo & Co. For
several years they were successful. One crushing
in late 1868 yielding 43 ounces of gold from 30
tons of quartz; in April 1871 they had a return of
60 ozs from 80 tons; in October 1872 they had 35
ozs from 15 tons of stone. Payable gold indeed!
And so it went on with lesser yields in between
times, but it was a rich mine for some years.*

Durham Gully’s population increased as news of
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the gold yields from the various mines were
reported in the newspapers of the day.
Shopkeepers opened stores, cafes and restau-
rants sprang up, and one large hotel even opened
with a Grand Ball. When John Tuddenham mar-
ried Julia Clarke, a local miner’s daughter, in
April 1871, at Alexandra, 50 guests attended the
church, after which the bridal party returned to
Durham Gully ‘amid a shower of good wishes and
old boots’, and the whole assembly dined and
danced until the small hours.

As the district took on an air of permanence the
inhabitants wanted their children to be educated —
a right until then denied many of those who had
come from the United Kingdom. There were 13
families and 39 children of school age within an
eight kilometre radius of the little township so they
decided to petition the government for a school.
They chose a site near the main Alexandra-
Mansfield road, where there was a permanent
creek and a good grassy slope for a playground.

There was a set formula to be followed. A meet-
ing of the inhabitants had to be held, a committee
formed of representatives of the five major reli-
gions of the area, and a Special Correspondent
appointed to conduct all correspondence. A suit-
able building had to be provided with an ‘out
house’ (a pan toilet). The settlers had to arrange
for a teacher who was to be paid from fees levied
for each child, and parents had to give a written
understanding that their children, whom they
had to name, would attend the proposed school.

The Durham Gully Rural School began in 1871
but its establishment was not gazetted until
1874, by which time the Education Act of 1872
had come into operation providing free, secular
and compulsory education to 15 years of age.
This, in practice, had little effect as the years
went by. The school had been built with ‘green’
timber which shrank as it dried and aged. The
‘out house’, which was built of bark with a calico
roof and door, blew over in a storm and was dam-
aged beyond repair as it had not been attached to
the ground in any way. In 1879 an inspection by
the Education authorities found that palings had
fallen off the sides and the roof leaked so much
the children became wet and their school books
damaged. The school was declared unfit for habi-
tation during the winter months.” Four of the
Merlo children — Ursula, Peter, James and John
Junior attended the school while the family lived
at Durham Gully.




As there was always the possibility that the gold
at their claim at Durham Gully could peter out or
become unpayable, John spent as much time as
he could prospecting in the Puzzle Ranges to the
east. Once again he was successful and early in
1880 he lodged a claim for an area in Galatea
Gully, one of the heads of Mountaineer Creek.
John sank several shafts and having proved there
was gold available, drove a long tunnel in to inter-
cept the reef he knew must be there. He called
his mine ‘Solferino’ after the battle of that name
in northern Italy in 1859 during the Second War
of Independence against the Austrians.

Entrance to the Solferino gold mine as it stands today.

Later in 1880 John Tuddenham, with his wife and
their three children, left Victoria and settled at
Urana, NSW. John, Mary Ann and their six chil-
dren left Durham Gully and went to live near the
Solferino mine. The older children then attended
the school at Doon (later called Bonnie Doon)
which had opened in March 1878. Their route lay
along the crest of the Puzzle Ranges and down a
long spur to the school near Brankeet Creek, a
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distance of about 10 kilometres. It was a part-
time school, the teacher having to spend half the
day at another school.

During his prospecting of the Puzzle Ranges,
John could see down to a green fertile valley,
watered by a creek and in the distance, by a
river. Exploring further one day, he met James
Forsyth of Maintoongoon Station, a large pas-
toral run which originally occupied the whole
valley from 1838. James Forsyth advised John
about applying for land and the area available
for selection. Among the undertakings he would
have to give was to build within one year of the
date of the licence, a dwelling in which he had to
reside in person. There were also provisions
regarding cultivation and improvement. John
marked out the boundaries of his claim, signed
the application form, obtained a Certificate of
Registration and paid the fee of One Pound, a
large sum in those days.*

The licence was granted in March 1883, and
John with his older boys, Peter, James, and John
Junior commenced building their future home, a
three roomed house of palings split from his own
trees with a broad axe which had a 12 inch blade;
it had a shingle roof and a hardwood floor.
Hessian bags were collected, washed, straight-
ened and stretched over the walls to keep out the
droughts as the palings shrank. Later these
were pasted over with newspapers and white-
washed with pipeclay, of which there was an
abundance in the banks of the Perfect Cure
Creek which ran through the property.

The house was finished within a month and from
then on either John or a family member had to be
in attendance as the District Surveyor, or other
appropriate official could inspect without notice,
and any breach of the conditions of the licence
could lead to forfeiture.

Life for the Merlo family was hard. John and his
son had to keep mining at either the Solferino or
Durham Gully as the new property was not pro-
ducing any income. Fortunately there were plenty
of rabbits for food in the gullies and hills, and many
a family would have starved or at least gone very
hungry if it were not for the animals which later
became a plague as they ate pastures and Crops.

In 1884, the oldest son Peter left for New
Zealand where he later married and raised a
family of three sons.
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John Merlo and Mary Ann with their children Mary, Paul, John .Jr., James, Usula, Lawrence, Joseph and Dominica
at ‘Glen Hope'in 1888.

-

‘Glen Hope’ phtographed by Paul Merlo in 1900. From far left: pig sty, pan toilet and boys' bedroom, first old house
and the house built in 1900. The vineyard on rise behind the houses and the vegetable gardens in front
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The Merlo family had constructed a good path
from their dwelling near the Solferino down to
the property which they began to call ‘Glen Hope'.
There was much to do to make the new home hab-
itable and as comfortable as possible: with furni-
ture to be made, vegetables and crops planted,
and at long last, John’s special pride and joy, a
vineyard. It was 1888 before the home on the
Puzzle Ranges was finally abandoned, the last of
the contents taken down to the valley, with the
whole family living together again. Then, as
there were still eight growing children to house, a
detached two room building (always referred to as
the Boy’s Bedroom) was erected for the older boys.

The house was a typical settler’s home. The main
room was a huge kitchen with a large open fire-
place constructed of flat rocks and rubble set in
clay on which all cooking and heating of water was
done. Chains hung from an iron bar placed across
high in the chimney, and hooks were provided at
the ends for the kettles. The wide hobs were orig-
inally made from similar materials which were
later replaced by hand made bricks: flat iron bars
stretched from hob to hob, across the fire, from the
saucepans to stand on while cooking.

The family had their meals around a large table
which also doubled as a food preparation area,
and after the meals had finished, where the wash-
ing up was done. It was indeed a living room.

A huge back log burned night and day. This was
cut from a felled and weather- dried tree in one
of the paddocks. A chain was attached and it was
dragged by a draught horse to a small door on
one side of the chimney; the chain was passed
across the fireplace and out the small door on the
opposite side; the horse was led around the chim-
ney, the chain again attached to it and the log
dragged through to its resting place where it usu-
ally burned for a fortnight.

At night, when the meal was over, the dishes
washed and put away, the fountain was filled
with fresh water and slung over the fire to heat
for a bed-time wash (if wanted!) or to fill any
stone bottles to heat the beds on a cold night. If
no bottles were available, a brick could be heated
at the edge of the fire, ash dusted off and quickly
wrapped in a piece of clean old cloth or blanket.

When the fire has died down and the little ones
were in bed, the hobs were cleared and used as
seats by one or two of the children. Out would

come the mending, the darning needles and the
knitting wool. Both the boys and girls had learned
to knit socks, and as they often went barefoot
around the house and farm when young, this was
enough to keep them reasonably shod to attend
school and for special occasions. The girl also
knitted pullovers, cardigans and patterned socks
of white cotton. In later years when her sons mar-
ried, Mary Ann gave to each bride a hand-knitted
white cotton quilt of a lacy pattern. As the grand-
children were born, and eventually reached school
age, on the day of their First Holy Communion,
Mary Ann (and later Ursula) presented each one
with a pair of hand-knitted white cotton lace-pat-
terned socks to be worn on that special day.

Mary Ann also made and sold broderie anglaise.
The first length she finished had been made into
the bodice and tiny sleeves of a christening robe
in which Ursula and in turn the other children
were baptised. The skirt has long since vanished
but the little bodice is the prized possession of a
grand-daughter.

Paul Merlo’s children wearing the patterned socks
given to them by their aunt Ursula Merlo in 1924.
Hazel Merlo is third from left.
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The hand made broderie anglaise on the bodice of the
christening robe made by Mary Ann Merlo in 1867,
and worn by her eleven children.

As education was now compulsory for children to
the age of 15, a school had to be found for the
younger Merlos. Doon was too far away; the
Devil's River school on the Delatite River was
described as alive with snakes; another involved
crossing the river on a log. A school was eventu-
ally built on the Maintoongoon leased property
which was only four miles by the valley track but
six in winter when lagoons filled the flat country
and the children had to use another route further
up the hills. By 1895 only Mary, Minnie, Joseph
and Nina went to the school. The others were
above age and Phillip, the baby was too young.

‘Glen Hope' was on the road from Alexandra to
Doon and Mansfield which neighbouring settlers,
visitors and others travelled along. Most called
in and some stayed the night. No one was
refused shelter. Food was shared and help was
given without question. News and information
was exchanged but, above all, their company was
appreciated by the family in their lonely lives.

By 1889 when John applied for the first 14-year
lease, that is for his 100 acres, the farm was well
on the way to be self-supporting. There were
horses, a flock of sheep, several dairy cows, pigs
and poultry. The vineyard produced large bunch-
es of luscious grapes which were sold, and some-
times bartered for other goods. The cellar con-
tained casks and bottles of wine which were
available for sale.

Grandfather John selected two additional blocks,
one of 200 acres and the other, just across the
road, of 20 acres, giving in all 320 acres which was
the maximum holding. In turn, he obtained each
of the three 14-year leases which he was able to
pay off without ever having to ask for an extension
of time. The gold he still mined at the Solferino
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and occasionally at his old claim at Durham Gully
contributed to payments. However, crown grants
of land could only be made to a British subject.*
When the leases were fully paid, he applied for
and obtained titles for each block.

Mary Ann had skills other than housekeeping.
She could read and write. John, though fluent in
spoken English, could only write in Italian. As
few, if any, government officials could read
Italian, all letters supposedly written by John
about his selections, were in fact written and
signed by his wife. As they both used copperplate
script their writing was identical and was never
questioned. Naturally, John had to sign in per-
son all documents which needed to be sworn, or
otherwise witnessed by a Justice of the Peace.

By this time, the rabbits which once were their
staple diet, were now in plague proportions,
drawn to the farm by the vegetables, crop and
vineyard. In an attempt to protect the property,
the Merlos built a rough paling fence around 60
acres. Each morning the boys went around the
perimeter plugging holes, and putting down baits
of S.A.P. (strychnine, arsenic and phosphorus).
Rabbits were poisoned and shot by the score, but
still they came.

Phillip and Joseph Merlo with their catch at ‘Glen Hope'
in 1900 photographed by their older brother Paul.
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John Merlo Junior took this photo of grape harvesting at ‘Glen Hope’in c1900. His mother Mary Ann, brother Paul
and father John Merlo are featured.

P T:.\ﬂ:‘ J“:’j%" #‘,
SRR AT - e

Wikl "rh‘

N,

- ' o R :

N ¥, : . S 4 ol At
Phillip Merlo, on buggy, and neighbour Harry Pearce loading rabbits at ‘Glen Hope’ in ¢1909. Paul Merlo was the

photographer.




In 1899 it was decided to build a second house in
front of the first and joined to the old one at the
large kitchen by a covered way. It was more sub-
stantial than the 1883 one, having two more bed-
rooms, a dining room, store room and an attic
under the high roof. The outer walls were of pal-
ings, once again split from his own trees with a
broad axe; the house was lined with palings and
the cavity in between rammed with clay.®

John and his sons made tools and equipment for
work on the farm: a dairy chain made from horse
shoes; a smoothing knife (for palings) made from
a long file which was sharpened on one side and
fitted with an upright handle at each end; a
spade-hoe, a combination of a small hoe welded
to the back of a spade blade, with a heavy but
smooth handle attached at right angles.’

The boys became proficient in blacksmithing and
woodwork. Paul made chests of drawers for his
sisters’ bedroom in the new house and a new
body for the buggy when years of hard wear
began to show. He taught himself how to repair
clocks and watches; he also made delicate tiepins
and brooches of gold wire, which he could sell.*

Jack (John Junior) and Paul also were self-
taught photographers — they would send for
books from Coles Book Arcade in Melbourne, a
treasure house of knowledge. Jack built his first
camera using a spyglass for a lens and a con-
certina for the bellows. In the 1890s, both spent
time travelling around the country with their
cameras and equipment. In the early part of the
Twentieth century, both the brothers pho-
tographed scenes around ‘Glen Hope'. Jack’s
photographs included one of his parents and
Paul picking grapes in the vineyards, a family
group which included a visiting cousin, Elizabeth
Tuddenham, outside the homestead; and a dis-
tant scene of ‘Glen Hope’ from the vineyard side,
showing the two houses, boys’ bedroom (by then
holding hay), the barns and the dairy-cum-cellar.
Paul took a series of scenes beginning at the
summit of what is now called Blowhard and con-
tinued at intervals down the spur to the farm
itself, which he photographed from the opposite
side to that of Jack’s.

As the girls grew up they often found employment
at the large homesteads. Ursula would go to
‘Wappan’ where Mrs Annie Bon was a kind and
considerate mistress and Mary would be employed
at ‘Maintoongoon’. The latter station also had a
store and was a post office where the district mail
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was left and where the children of the settlers
would call for their family’s letters on mail days.

Indian hawkers made regular visits, carrying in
their carts dress and curtain materials, haber-
dashery, combs, brushes, ribbons, and other arti-
cles a housewife might need. They were wel-
comed by settler and squatter alike.

There had been little, if any illness in the family,
and it was a great shock, in 1905, when Joseph,
aged 19 became seriously ill. He was admitted to
the Alexandra Hospital then sent to Melbourne
by train, a long and distressing journey. There
he was taken to Mrs Maddern’s Private Hospital
in Nicholson Street, Fitzroy. Unfortunately,
treatment was unavailable and Joseph died. He
was buried in the Alexandra cemetery.

As the family grew older, it was clear that the
farm, though prosperous, could not fully support
eleven adults. Ursula, Jim (James), Jack and
Paul found work in Melbourne. Laurence went to
work for the O'Rourke family who had a large
sheep property at Thornton. Philip, the youngest,
stayed at ‘Glen Hope’. Mary, Minnie and Nina
married local men and also left the farm.

When the girls and their fiancés went to arrange
the weddings they were asked to provide evi-
dence of age. They found, upon enquiries, that
only Ursula and Mary had their births regis-
tered, as Mary Ann had gone to a midwife in
Alexandra on both occasions.* Most children
born in a remote mining settlement or on a selec-
tion well beyond the limits of a township were
not registered and had to rely on their baptismal
certificates in later years. These were always
accepted as evidence of age and birthplace.
Parents knew that a clergyman of their faith
would visit them on his pastoral round and bap-
tise the latest baby. Should the next member of
his far-flung congregation be many miles distant,
he would be invited to stay the night and share
the meals. He would carefully enter into his
Baptismal Registrar the child’s name, date and
place of birth, both parents’ names and those of
two sponsors. He would conduct the night
prayers and, in the morning, would bless them
all before saying farewell.

Grandfather John’s health began to fail in 1910
and Paul returned to the farm. In March 1911
Grandfather went to a Melbourne specialist
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Paul Merlo took this photo of himself at ‘Glen Hope' in c¢1908.
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Barns at ‘Glen Hope’ photographed by Paul Merlo in 1909. The wagon was made by John Merlo Senior years earlier.
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about a rash causing severe itching. In April he
returned and was admitted to St. Vincent’s
Hospital for treatment of liver failure, the cause
of the rash; he also had a kidney ailment which
resulted in severe hypertension, untreatable in
Grandfather’s time. John returned home. As he
grew weaker in 1912, John and Mary left ‘Glen
Hope’ and went to stay with their daughter Mary
and son-in-law William Meyers at their home in
Alexandra, so they could be near the doctor and
the hospital.

Paul had left the farm to return to Melbourne
and take up a permanent position working on the
O’Shannessy aqueduct for the Board of Works.
The family kept in touch by letter. In June 1912
Nina wrote to Paul that they were having very
heavy frosts and the cattle were dying. Two
months later Mary Ann wrote to him that they
had lost nine dairy cows, ‘and the best at that’ as
well as twenty pigs. Fortunately they had
already gathered in the oats and she said, sadly,
she hoped they would soon be free of debt. But
she knew that no credit is extended to a dying
person - even the hospital demanded payment
before they would admit her husband.

Grandfather John died on the 14th November
1912 and was buried in the Alexandra cemetery
with his son Joseph.*

Mary Ann tried to keep the farm going with the
help of Phillip and a young assistant but in 1914
Jim, the executor, decided the best thing to do
was to mortgage the property and lease it for
grazing. This was done. The crops and vines
were trampled down and the buildings left
empty. Ten years later Jim as executor sold the
property to a local man, Herbert Coller, who sold
it two years later to his brother Alfred, who in
turn gave it to his son Leigh at the time of his
marriage. The Collers named the property
‘Benara’ and it became a very successful
Corriedale stud.

When Mary Ann left ‘Glen Hope' in 1914, she
went to Melbourne and stayed in turn with her
daughters Minnie and Ursula. She regularly
paid welcome visits to her sons, where she taught
her grandchildren all the wise sayings she her-
self had learned from her mother, and showed at
least one granddaughter how to knit, using four-
inch nails and a long length of wool. Every year
on her birthday, all her available children and
grandchildren gathered wherever she was living
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at the time, and entertained her with music and
song. In April 1931, at the age of 83, Mary Ann
went to her eternal rest, greatly loved to the last.

The Devil’s River valley is now filled with the
waters of Lake Eildon. The surrounding land is
a national park. The long dark tunnel of the
Solferino mine is still in its gully on the Puzzle
Ranges; the spring where the Merlo children
filled their wooden buckets, is now the watering
hole for the wildlife of the Park.

The road from Alexandra leads down from
Haines Saddle (Hell's Gap as the old-timers
called it) to Lake Eildon and along both sides.
Where it crosses the long spur from Blowhard
there is a clearing - Merlo’s Lookout — and its
descriptive notice."

Early in 1983 when the waters of Lake Eildon
had receded so much in the drought that the old
home was exposed for many months, four of us
(all Merlos) visited the house. The framework,
which had been erected in 1900, had been pre-
served by the water which had covered it for over
25 years, except for a short time in the 1968
drought. The vegetation which once had sur-
rounded the place was all dead — the shrubs, the
trees and the last vine from the old vineyard
which still clung to the back wall.

Complete silence covered the valley and we were
the only ones there. No wind stirred. No bird sang,

We went back over the hard-baked clay of the dry
lake bed and up to Merlo’s Lookout. Softened by
the distance, the old home seemed to be clad once
more in its paling walls and shingle roof, hiding
forever the long years of hard work, the joys and
the sorrows of our ancestors. We silently paid
our respects to the Grandmother we remembered
and the Grandfather we never knew, then quietly
walked away.
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