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PROBERT : FAMILY 

 

 

Oliver William Probert was born at Mylor and went to Biggs Flat school.  He became a 
charcoal burner and timber contractor.  Charcoal was in high demand until after the war and 
into the ‘50s, mainly for blacksmiths’ forges and gas producers on motor cars.  Ivan (Oliver’s 
grandson), remembers three blacksmiths working in Summertown at the same time prior to 
1950.  

To produce charcoal, stringy bark timber was ideal, as it had a straight grain and made an 
excellent product.  Dry timber was stacked in a conical pile, with a hollow chimney up the 
middle.  The pile was covered with earth, then lit and allowed to smoulder quietly under 
close watch until all the volatile material burned away, leaving large, clinking coals.  At the 
appropriate moment, the earth covering was removed and the cinders raked out to cool 
quickly.  Once cold, the almost pure carbon product was bagged and trucked away, usually 
straight to a waiting buyer.  The pile required constant tending, which could be dangerous as 
this newspaper report from 1911 states:  

“On Saturday evening, while attending to a charcoal kiln Mr. Claude Probert slipped 
into the kiln through the place he was repairing giving way with his weight. He was 
severely burned about both feet and will not be able to attend to his work forsome 
time.” i 

 

 

Probert’s truck laden with bags of charcoal.  Collection of I Probert. 
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An area on the Probert property, known as “Number Eight”, was a charcoal kiln site.  The 
locations of other-numbered kilns is lost to history.  The last charcoal burners in the district, 
and possibly the Hills, were the East and Coulter families at the northern end of Lenswood, 
where a good supply of stringybark was readily available. 

Oliver was known to many as Ollie, but to his workmen, and his family, as “Skip.”  He and 
Elizabeth,“Polly,” began their family at Mylor, then moved to Forest Range, where the last six 
of their nine children were born.  The property was owned by Ernest William Percival of 
Summertown, who had bought the land for the timber, as he had a sawmill at Summertown. 
Polly and Skip bought the property in 1913.  

 

Ollie’s charcoal days gradually gave way to timber-getting.  As a landholder developed his 
property, he would first sell off the best timber for piles.  These were straight stringybark logs 
up to 60 feet long with a small end diameter often of 14 inches.  The piles were used as 
foundations for wharves, bridges, pumping stations and the like, to give stability in muddy 
ground. O.W Probert & Sons, later called “Probert Brothers,” supplied the piles for many 
projects in SA, including the Goolwa barrages, Pt Adelaide wharves and River Murray 
pumping stations.  The piles were off-loaded at Charleston or Aldgate railway stations and 
taken by train, e.g., to Goolwa.  Photos in the interpretation centre at the barrages show the 
tops of some of them prior to concreting.  

 

Oliver (Ollie) and Elizabeth (Polly) Probert with the family Chrysler.  Collection of I Probert. 
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Ivan recalls helping his father with pile carting: 

“Dad and I (Bill & Ivan) were on our way to Woolpunda and Loxton on a 
searing Summer day with a load of piles, using a borrowed jinker, when the 
jinker blew a tyre just west of Blanchetown.  We had spares only for the truck, 
so we were in trouble.  Dad hailed a passing Coca Cola truck, driven 
incidentally by Jack Hinton of Uraidla.  He gave us a few bottles of warm coke 
and offered to ring Mum with a message to find the jinker owner and a spare 
and deliver it to us the next day in the FX Holden. 

We ate what was left of our lunch, resolving, without choice, to have no tea, 
then settled in the cabin of the truck for the night.  It was a freezing south wind 
that blew through the many cracks and gaps in the doors and floor.  We had 
no warm clothes and were desperately cold.  Dad’s brilliant idea saved us and 
we spent the night inserted in a wombat hole, perfectly warm, but dreadfully 
cramped.  We didn’t dare contemplate the possible arrival of a wombat.  
Thankfully, none appeared.” 

 

Loading piles on jinker.  Collection of I Probert. 

Loading piles at Charleston bound 
for Goolwa Barrages.  Collection of I 
Probert. 

Loading piles at Charleston for Goolwa Barrages.  Collection of I 
Probert. 
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Bill’s last pile contract was one that his son, Ivan, aged 16 at the time, helped with.  They cut 
piles in the Lobethal E&WS reserve, now Bushland Park, and transported them to Glenelg, 
where they were used for the foundations of the Patawalonga Weir.  They also transported 
piles to Riverland pumping stations.  

Handling and carting piles was labour-intensive.  Horses, huge, gentle long-legged 
Percherons, were used to drag logs from the forest to a loading area.  At one time, There 
were as many as 36 horses, including ponies and carthorses, on the property.   

Approval to cut piles for E&WS from Lobethal Reserve.  Collection of I Probert. 
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Les Trenorden was the horse man and loved to tell stories of his experiences.  Perhaps his 
favourite was the time he had six horses dragging a huge pile which slipped off a hillside 
track into the creek, dragging all six horses with it, legs flailing and chains and traces in a 
terrible tangle in the blackberries.  It took him hours to sort it out.  Tractors came along in the 
‘30s and made that job simpler, although horses were still used up to about 1950, when Ivan 
recalls Les dragging logs - where, he can’t remember.  

As a younger woman, Polly drove a pair of white horses, alone, in a trap to Adelaide every 
fortnight to do the banking.  The bank manager would dispatch employees to mind her 
horses and escort her into the bank.  Her lounge room was a treasure house.  It held 
paintings, a baby grand piano and an ebony table inlaid with mother-of-pearl.  

 
 

Les Trenorden with the horses, Punch, Molly, Tom, Donna, Gunner and Ruby.  Norm Probert with 
the Dennis truck laden with 50ft piles.  1928.  Collection of I Probert. 

Polly driving trap.  Collection of I Probert. 
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The young Ivan would ask his Grandpa if he could feed the horses on week-ends.  They had 
bran and chaff and some pollard, with a handful of salt.  As they fed from their manger he 
would swing from the roof beams and lower himself to sit on their broad backs.  Three horses 
remained on the property until the fire (Black Sunday 1955), when the last of them, old Bluey, 
a grey, went to Mundulla to live several more quiet years on Bill’s brother Frank’s farm. 

The piles, barked where they had fallen, slid easily on their fresh, sappy sides and so could 
be quite dangerous if an unwise worker forgot to stay top-side of the log.  The trucks, 

originally Dennis monsters with solid tyres and a 
huge hand-brake lever on the driver’s side (their 
right arm was always more muscled than their left).  
Indianas followed, then Fords. After the war there 
was  a five-ton and a three-ton Ford, The “Big Liz 
and Little Liz.” On the tray was a turntable made so 
that, with a jinker forming a semi-trailer 
configuration, the beam on which the heavy ends of 
the piles rested could swivel in a turn.  Loading took 
at least two men with crowbars, cant hooks, chains 
and stringybark skids from a bank on the high side 
of the truck.  Larger piles were carted a few at at 
time.  Shorter ones, say 40 footers, might take five 
or six to make a load.  Once loaded, a chain around 
each end was twitched tight with crowbars or a long 
sapling to give massive leverage. 

 

 

 

Twitching piles on the Dennis truck, 1920s.  Collection of I Probert. 

The solid tyred Dennis truck.  Collection of I 
Probert. 
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Once the best of the timber was removed as piles, poles, such as those used for telephone 
lines, and milling timber was cut.  Skip had a very large contract supplying the poles and 
erecting them for the Adelaide to Mildura telegraph line some time in the ‘20s.  Stringybark 
was used from the very beginnings of the colony for structural timber, paling fences, furniture 
and shingles.  It was durable, easy to work and had a straight grain, important for splitting 
shingles an palings.  

A paddock of timber might now contain only small or misshapen trees, or re-growth, all of 
which could be sold as cord wood, so named because it was sold by the cord (128 cubic 
feet).  This was also ideal for charcoal burning.  Ivan recalls spending a holiday summer at 
home cutting cord wood on the property.  It had to be four feet long so that two rows could 
be loaded onto a truck and so that individual pieces could be handled by one man.  This was 
also known as baker’s wood or kiln wood as it was used in ovens and brick kilns. 

Timber cutting was a dangerous job.  On 28 July 1920 the Advertiser reported: 

“While Mr O Probert, Mr. S. Norton, and and Mr. C. Lloyd of Forest Range, were willow 
cutting on Tuesday a tree at which Mr. Probert was working fell without warning on the 
other two men, breaking Mr. Norton's leg below the knee.”ii  

Even more danger came in an unusual way for the timber cutters in 1938: 
“—Shooting Mishap— 
Whilst engaged in hauling timber for Mr. O. Probert, of Forest Range, on Thursday 
last, Mr. Lindsay Frost, who was riding on a tractor with a fellow employee, Mr. L. 
Trenorden, noticed what appeared to be a toy pistol lying on the ground where a fire 
had recently passed.  The pistol was very much rusted, and he was unable to pull 
back the hammer.  Continuing to examine it, he forced the hammer back by knocking 
it on the tractor, and again tried it. Much to his surprise there was a loud report, a 
bullet passed through the palm of his left hand (effecting a slight wound), and grazed 
the leg of the driver. The pistol was of very old fashion, single shot breech loading, of 
.22 calibre, and believed to be the property of Mr. B. Lee, which had been lost about 
eight months previously.  Mr. Frost was treated by Dr. Tamblyn, of Uraidla.” iii 

 
 
Oliver was, at earlier times, a log chopping competitor and won many country shows.  In 
1931 O.W.Probert was appointed honorary Handicapper and Assistant supervisor of the 
axemen’s events at the Royal Agricultural and Horticultural Show, Wayville.  From 1932 to 
1939 he was Assistant Supervisor.  In 1947, first show after the War, he was Supervisor and 
Official Starter (for about 5 years).  He supplied logs for the competition for many years, 
although the Society has sketchy records from those times.  Ivan remembers several men 
preparing the logs at Forest Range.  
 
Trees of the correct diameter and uniform quality, such as age and straightness of grain, 
were cut to length with a crosscut saw, then trimmed to accurate diameter by hand.  The 
axemen were very skilful and took long, thin slivers of wood off the sides of the logs.  Ivan’s 
job was to collect these trimmed pieces for Grandpa’s bath heater. 
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Ollie and his sons, especially Norm, Frank and Bill, were deeply involved in competitive log-
chopping.  In 1931 Norman Probert won the Novice Underhand Chop, and also the 
Handicap tree-felling contest.  He was a regular competitor between 1931 and 1936 and 
won Underhand Championships.  Bill won the Novice Vertical chop in 1939 (aged 20). He 
could chop both left and right hand.  Norm and Bill both won many country log-chops. As late 
as 2016 a tree on the property still showed evidence of Bill’s practice vertical chop, done 
prior to the war.  Jack Dalton of Lenswood was also a handicapper and kept records for 
many years.   

 

Jeff Elliott, Frank Little, Bert Edwards, Max Martinelli preparing logs for Adelaide 
Show, 1946.  Collection of I Probert. 

Bill Little, Frank Little, Norm Lieblet (rear), Max Mertinelli, Jack Liebelt (front).  Collection 
of I Probert. 
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When electricity came to Forest  Range around 1952 a sawmill was built on the site of a 
shed which served as a sort of mill-cum-docking and firewood concern. 

 

 
After the fire of 2 January 1955, Black Sunday, the place was left in limbo.  Ivan says,”Until 
our house was rebuilt, no-one lived there and little was done apart from re-building the big 
shed, and a little fencing, both done by Bill and Les Trenorden, who continued to run the 
orchard.  The shed was constructed of stringybark poles, beams sawn on the place and re-
rolled galvanised iron from the burnt shed”.   
 
Bill and family, on holiday at Robe, knew nothing of the fire: 

“Our trip home along the Coorong, then a narrow, unsealed track, was a nightmare, 
with blinding sandstorms and century heat laced with the smell of fire and smoke.  A 
policeman stopped us at Meningie because we had no number plate on the FX 
Holden - it was sand-blasted to shiny metal.  We stayed at Meningie that night and 
drove home the next day.  As we came close to home the whole countryside was 
blackened.  We rounded the final corners and Dad said, “The mill’s gone,” then, 
“Skip’s place is gone.”  Then we saw it as he said it: “Our place is gone.”  Two 
houses, the sawmill, sheds, trucks, tractors - the whole business and livelihood 
destroyed.  Apart from dense smoke all over the state, we had known nothing about 
the fire until we reached the hills.  Radio calls were put out for us, but static was so 
bad that we heard nothing on our 240v portable and had no car radio.  We didn’t 
know where Dad’s parents were, but Mum’s brother, Norm, was waiting for us to 
come home and told us they were safe.  As their house burned, Grandma, stroke-
crippled and bed-ridden, refused to leave, moving from room to room as the fire 
burned from the back of the house towards the front, but Grandpa dragged her into 
the orchard where they watched as their home burned.  
  
Norm said that there were people picking through the ashes of our house as it still 
smouldered.  I looked in vain for my glass jar containing gold that my great-
grandfather had panned.  It couldn’t have burned.  We retrieved nothing of value.  
 

Home of OW Probert, Forest Range.  Collection of I Probert. 
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After the fire we had only our holiday clothes and the car.  There was no insurance 
and Mum and Dad were in dire circumstances.  Red Cross delivered parcels of 
clothes and I wore a pair of shorts to school which were several sizes too big, held up 
with a large safety pin. Friends, neighbours, relatives and strangers donated all sorts 
of items to ease our distress.”  
 

 
Ivan Probert recalls 

“A diversion is the story of the receipt. Mum’s brother, Norm Liebelt, married 
Miriam Little, whose mother was a Booth.  A distantly-related member of the 
Booth family was compiling a family tree and asked to visit Miri to gather family 
data.  In passing it was mentioned that Norm’s sister lived nearby and her 
name was now Probert.  The woman looked puzzled, as she remembered the 
name from somewhere, but couldn’t think where.  Weeks later, at home in 
Kapunda, she remembered that she had an old receipt that she found in some 
second-hand books and had kept, only because it had a duty stamp.  She sent 
me the receipt, for which I was most grateful.  It is the original receipt for the 
purchase of the land from E.W. Percival in 1913.  It is the only surviving 
document relevant to the property from before the fire of 1955, prior to which, 
Oliver had an office crammed with boxes full of possibly every invoice and 
contract he ever had.  We had it restored by Artlab in Adelaide and it hangs in a 
frame on our wall.” 

 
                                            

i  1911 'FOREST RANGE.', Daily Herald (Adelaide, SA : 1910 - 1924), 21 July, p. 3. , viewed 30 Aug 2016, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article105324320 

ii  1920 'A WOODCUTTER INJURED.', The Advertiser (Adelaide, SA : 1889 - 1931), 29 July, p. 9. , viewed 06 Sep 2016, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article73352746  

iii  1938 'SUMMERTOWN', The Mount Barker Courier and Onkaparinga and Gumeracha Advertiser (SA : 1880 - 1954), 15 
December, p. 7. , viewed 30 Aug 2016, http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article145872658   
 

Home of O.W. Probert, burned on 2 January 1955.  Collection of I Probert. 


