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TIMBER : LICENCES AND MILLS 

 

In 1841 the following article appeared in the South Australian Register – timber felling was 
just beginning in the fledging colony of South Australia. 

TIMBER—Deals have been very largely imported from England, but from the 
decrease in building and the more general use of native timber, the demand is 
greatly diminished.  Baltic and New Zealand pine have been occasionally imported, 
but are no longer required. Stringy-bark and Gum timber were largely received from 
Van Diemen's Land, but the importation has now almost ceased, owing to the 
reduced rate of wages here enabling us to procure any quantity from the" Tiers." 
Shingles were largely imported, but, from the same cause, are now produced here at 
a moderate price. The introduction of slates materially diminishes the consumption. 
Singapore cedar has been used in considerable quantities; it will not, however bear a 
remunerating price.  Sydney cedar, from its resemblance to mahogany, continues in 
trifling though steady demand for furniture. i 

 

Timber was needed in Adelaide for housing (frames, shingles, etc) wharfs, fences and 
mining supports.  Licences to cut timber on crown land and people were charged with 
stealing if caught felling without a license.  Licences were granted annually but didn’t limit 
where the licence holder could work.  That means any licence allocated doesn’t necessarily 
place that person in our disctrict at that time. 

 

  

Horses dragging cut logs through the scrub.  Collection of I Probert. 
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In 1842 one pound was charged for a timber licence which authorised “only the cutting 
sawing splitting or removing of timber or other natural produce”.ii  Once the district council of 
Onkaparinga was declared (1853) monies raised by timber licences went into local council 
coffers.  Timber licence charges increased five-fold in that eleven years. 

“TIMBER LICENCES.— DISTRICT OF ONKAPARINGA. 

NOTICE is hereby given that all unlicensed persons found Cutting or Removing 
Timber from the Waste Lands ot the Crown, situated within the District of 
Onkaparinga will be prosecuted. Timber Licences can be obtained, on application to 
the undersigned, at £5 each.   

ALEX LORIMER. Chairman.  District Council Office, Woodside, 16th September, 
1853 :”iii 

There was considerable debate about the increase to $5 in parliament in 1848.  Some of the 
reasons argued for and against the increase were: 

• Conservation - timber cover on the hills was seen as drought protection 
• The high cost of timber stopped effective fencing for animals 
• Each man working should be charged one pound as opposed to the gang leader 

licence because “there were then some men among tbem not of the best characters, 
and it was deemed advisable to place every man under the surveillance of the police” 
iv 

Splitters and sawyers did have a bad reputuation at the time: 

"It is a well-known fact," complained one colonist in March, 1840, to our old 
acquaintance, Robert Gouger, "that the great receptacle for runaway sailors and convicts 
is with the sawyers and the splitters in the mountains where, for the low rate of wages 
they accept, they are fostered and harbored, as also it is that it is here that everything in 
the shape of stolen property of a portable nature is immediately taken." v 

 

SAWYERS AND SPLITTERS 

Some of our early local timber cutters were: 

• Thomas Serle (1849) vi – our first publican – licencee of the Splitters Inn just above 
the Ford (see our story on Splitters Inn)  

• Samuel Allen (1850) vii – of the famed Sam Allen’s flat – he appears to have been 
living in the New Stringy Bark Forest (later Forest Range/Basket Range) around 
1848 when a child was baptised at St James’ Blakison. viii 

• John Fry (1850) ix - headmaster for 30 years “For some time he worked as a sawyer 
among the stringybark timber, and was a recognised expert in the old pitsaw days. 
Among other contracts, he sawed £100 worth for the erection of the woollen mills at 
Tweedvale (late Lobethal), which was a large amount at that time.  It was all sawn by 
hand” x   
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• Henry Green (1850) xi – farmer – Henry and his two brothers held timber licences 
and felled at Deep Creek before moving up the range and settling in this district. 

• Jeromy Downing (1850) xii – Jerry of Jerry’s flat – lived with his wife at what is now 
Lenswood – see our Jerry’s Flat story. 

• James East– “Timber splitter from Norton’s Summit – one of our earliest settlers, 
arriving in SA around 1835.  “The death is announced of Mr. James East, sen., at the 
great age of ninety-two years, at Forest Range. The deceased came to the colony in 
1835 in the brig Charlotte (says the Mount Barker Courier), and was employed 
hutbuilding where Adelaide now stands.  From there Mr. East went to reside at 
Norton's Summit, beginning work as a splitter of timber. He started farming on the 
westernbranch near Woodside about forty years ago...” xiii 

• William Coulter – most likely cutting for his uncle Thomas Coulter who was granted 
a licence on 28 August 1849 – see our Coulter family story.   
 

Later names in the local timber industry were: 
• Oliver Probert – Proberts continued in the timber industry of this district for many 

years – see our Probert family story 
• Roy Edwards – Roy and his family cut timber and carted mallee roots for many 

years – see our Edwards family story 
• Viv Dalton – already a timber worker before he moved to the district, he continued in 

the industry for some time xiv 

 

• And more ….. our list is not exhaustive. 

 

Most of the early families cut timber, sometimes just to clear their land but also oftern as an 
added income.  Nigel Brockhoff recalls: 

“Dad told the story of how the tax man got very excited when he hadn't put down the 
right amount of income.  What do you mean, Dad protested.  "The shooks," he said. 
"You sold 20,000 shooks.  Were they meat birds; did they lay eggs?"  The tax man 
that day learnt that a shook is another word for a case board, the slats that apple 
boxes were made of right up until modern times. Dad and his father David felled 
thousands of tons of timber- stringy bark mainly, and pine.  Some of the taller poles 
from the back gullies at Otherwood were used as pylons in the jetty at Port 
Noarlunga.” xv 
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Stan Coulter was drove a truck carting timber.  He worked for Probert’s and also for Viv 
Dalton.  Shirley Taylor recalled that he said he used to drive down Gorge Road and then into 
Edwardstown  to Evans Timberyard with the load of timber.xvi  The family of Albert Coulter 
recall him recounting loosing the brakes on his fully laden truck as he travelled down 
Anstey’s Hill.  He put the truck into the bank to avoid a bigger accident.xvii 

Cutting and carting timber was always a dangerous passtime.  The following article details a 
truck belonging to Proberts catching fire in 1929 on Norton Summit Road resulting in the 
burning of 8 tons of wood. xviii 

 

In another incident in 1932 a driver, Andre Papagini, jumped from his truck as it went down 
over the bank and tumbled 10 feet at Forest Range.  The truck was owned by Mr V F 
Parsons. xix 

Stan Coulter’s truck carting a big log.  Collection of S Taylor. 
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Sometimes men were killed or hurt.  The story below is a little different with regard to the 
coroners verdict! 

“SUDDEN DEATH.—On Tuesday the 6th instant, a Coroner's Inquest was held at a 
hut in the New Stringy Bark Forest, on view of the body of Jeremiah Donohoe, who 
died suddenly at the house of John Lee, a splitter at the New [?]. The Jury, after 
investigation, returned a verdict of "Died by the visitation of God."xx 

 

 

TIMBER MILLS 

 “It was the tall straight stands of stringybark, probably the 'best in the State, which 
first brought men to the district now known as Lenswood.  Their bark huts were 
erected along the creek which is one of the main tributaries to the Onkaparinga and 
soon after 1880 the crack of bullock whips was heard in the forests as the loads of 
timber creaked their way along the rough tracks leading to the growing city of 
Adelaide.  Lath and plaster walls and ceilings were a common, form of house 
construction in the city in those days, so trees that would split into long, straight strips 
of wood were eagerly sought.  Beside the timber splitters' camps the pit saws slowly 
ate their way through big logs to turn out squared timber for joists, house frames, 
roofs, wagon bodies, and other uses.  The hand-operated pit saws were later 
replaced by steam driven sawmills, five of which at one time were operating in the 
district.  One large mill was owned by the Broken Hill South Mining Company and 
turned out pit props and other timber which was sent on its 350-mile journey to the 
Silver City.  Thousands of piles for the Harbours Board were supplied from the 
forests of the district.  Some of these piles were giants, measuring 80 feet long and 
12 inches in diameter at the small end.” xxi 

Lenswood Case and Timber Mills was the largest of the sawmills.  Lawrie Caldwell and Fred 
Stacey – purchased land, first under the name of Balhannah Case and Timber Mills with 
Broken Hill South Silver Mining Company – later called the Lenswood Case and Timber 
Mills.  This was next to newly built Lenswood Mission Hall on section 62. xxii  
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TIMBER FOR FRUIT BOXES. 

FOREST RANGE, April 30.  For many years past timber milis have been getting 
timber in the raw state from this locality.  Much hard work and expense were entailed 
in getting the logs to the benches at the mills, which are some considerable distance 
from Forest Range.  As a vast quantity of the timber was turned into fruit boxes it had 
to be recarted to the place whence it came.  Mr. F. Stacey came to the conclusion 
that it would be a profitable investment to erect a mill on the spot.  He secured a fine 
plant and is now busily engaged in erecting it on some land he has purchased from 
Mr J. B. Fry at the Forest Range ford.  In view of the fact that from about 10,000 to 
12,000 cases of fruit are exported from here, Mr. Stacey should have no difficulty in 
getting plenty of orders. xxiii 

 

“This district contains some of the finest timber that the State possesses, and it was 
this fact that led Messrs. Stacey and Caldwell to establish the Lenswood Box and 
Timber Mills. The mill, which has recently started operations, is centrally situated, 
near the main road, and adjacent to good supplies of timber.  Mr. Stacey recently 
gave a representatives of "The Daily Herald" an impression of the possibilities of the 
venture.  Mr. Stacey is well known in the timber trade, having sent vast quantities of 
mining timber both to Broken Hill and Wallaroo. 

At present only three saws are running, but extensions are being made to enable four 
more to be worked, and when completed this will considerably increase the output of 



 
Timber - Licences. 
Prepared for The Forest Range and Lenswood History Group Inc -  September 2016 by John Bishop 
and Jo Shaw  7 

the plant. From 20 to 25 men will be employed at the mill in addition to logcutters, 
carters, &c. 

The firm has large orders for timber in hand, one being for 300,000 ft. of 5 x 8 in. 
mining sets for Broken Hill.  Fruit cases are another line, and it is possible that large 
quantities of blocks for road paving will be turned out.  There seems to be no reason 
why blocks cut from this wood should not hold their own with other hardwoods.  
Altogether the district has every reason to feel gratified at the advent of a profitable 
industry, the price being paid for timber making once useless land valuable.  The firm 
has secured enough to last the mill for the nest 10 years.” xxiv 

MR F H Stacey, born in Carey Gully, was the owner of the Lenswood Case and Timber Mills 
and later mayor of St Peters. xxv  The mill was the largest case mill in SA. xxvi 

Images below are from the Observer newspaper of 25 May 1918.xxvii 
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Work at the timber mill was just as dangerous as cutting and carting of timber as shown in 
this article.  The engineer, Mr Lloyd, was the father of the future Mrs Ben Lawrance (Violet) 
and lived in the former home of JB Fry, Braeside, which is now at the site of the current 
Lenswood Cold Stores. xxviii 

 

Fire was also a constant threat in timber mills: xxix 
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There were a number of other mills in the district.  Proberts set up their own mill, there was 
one just off of Hewletts Road and another near the Ford.  SA Timber Mills mill is mentioned 
in the follow tale of woe. xxx 

Ashley Mason recalls that petrol was restricted during the war and timber cutters used 
horses: 

 
Notes of memories of war time petrol restrictions by Ashley Mason, September 2016. 
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