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NORTHCLIFFE PIONEER MUSEUM. 

By Carole Perry and the Northcliffe Pioneer Museum 

http://www.northcliffe.org.au/museum_tour/pioneer_museum.html 

All photos courtesy of the Northcliffe Museum Photo Collection 

In addition, a 15-minute CD can be purchased illustrating the 1950s flourishing timber industry. 

Our website refers to the group Settlement Scheme and has recommendations for many reference 
books. 

THIS IS THE STORY OF THE TINY TOWN OF NORTHCLIFFE DURING ITS LIFESPAN OF 100 
YEARS. 

When WWI came to an end in 1918 Britain was in economic strife, the nation was experiencing 
huge unemployment and the population found life difficult.   Minister Winston Churchill was 
horrified when, in one weekend, 10,000 people sailed to America to seek a better life. “These 
families should be populating the British Empire. We must encourage them to go to Canada, 
South Africa or the south west of Western Australia”. 

The south west had troubles of its own.  All its dairy products were coming from the eastern states 
at great expense.  So, the Minister for Agriculture, James Mitchell, suggested a migrant scheme 
which would persuade young families in England, Scotland and Wales to come to the south west 
of Western Australia and begin the dairy farms so desperately needed.   This was called the 
Group Settlement Scheme.  

Establishment of the new town of Northcliffe began in 1923.  Within four years it was threatened 
with closure, but the town exists to this day. What happened?  
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Across the south west are some of the finest ancient forests in Australia. The karri tree, for 
example, grows 90 metres tall and is one of the three tallest trees growing anywhere on the 
planet. The jarrah trees were hundreds of years old.  Across an area of 30.5 square kilometres 
there were no tracks, there was nothing but this beautiful impenetrable forest and under-growth. A 
settler from Scotland said, when he arrived in 1924, “It was just one great big massive forest, just 
a big jungle”.   Yet this was where there were to be thousands of dairy farms with a new town 
nearby to service them. 

 

Here is the undisturbed forest where one day a town with surrounding dairy farms would be 
established.  3000 men, women and children began to arrive to take possession of their uncleared 
farms.  
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To be ready for the first group settlers who would arrive on 3rd January 1924 the government put 
up a shed to stock the settlers’ tents, food and cooking pots because the Trading Store had not 
been built. By March 1924, however, the Government’s Trading Store was open. Note the muddy 
street and the open drain. Duck boards were used to allow people to reach the store without 
getting their feet wet. 

 

 1924 – 4 more shops had been built next door to the Trading Store including a baker and a 
butcher.  
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The Post Office opened in 1925. The telephone arrived in 1926, but only the Post Office 
and the new hospital at the end of town could talk to each other. 
 

 

 Crossroads 1926 – by now you can see there are more shops.   
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Built three years later the style of this large store has improved.  
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The Public Works Department sent men to build roads to the new town, and the new railway line 
which would allow steam trains to call in at Northcliffe and then take settlers to Perth. Workers 
stayed overnight in roadside camps. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Constructing the new railway line to Perth 1925-27. 

The town did not have a name until 7th May 1924.  It was named after Viscount Northcliffe in 
England who had been on the Group Settlement Board. 
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Group settlers had been promised that as soon as they arrived there would be new schools for all 
the children, newly built homes and a hospital.  Not one of these buildings was ready until after 
most of the settlers had arrived. Their first home was no more than a tent erected in the middle of 
the forest.   

41 babies were born either in the tents or at the temporary hospital in town between February and 
December 1924.  The hospital opened in late 1924 and, because most settlers were leaving, it 
closed in 1936 when only 18 babies were born. 
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Once the settlers had felled some of the trees on their farm they began ploughing.  That would 
allow them to grow grass or pasture for the cattle when they arrived. 

 

 

Once pasture had been sown and grass grown settlers made hay seen here being taken to their 
hay sheds.  
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Mothers and children had to help on the farm. The boys ploughed, and the girls milked before and 
after school. Mothers and daughters also separated the milk in a separator.  This made butterfat 
which they poured into churns.  The churns were collected and sent to the butterfat factory where 
butter was made. 
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There were 14 bush schools.  Each school had one teacher and the teacher had about 12 
students aged between 6 and 14 years.  

Students went to school every day and either walked there, sometimes as far as 5 kilometres, or 
found a lift on the family horse.  
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There was time for fun as well as work on the farm including soccer games and borrowing a truck 
to try and get through the sand dunes for a picnic on the beach. 
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There were five blacksmiths in the new town. They pared, trimmed and fitted horseshoes on the 
horses, sharpened the axes for felling trees and mended everyone’s boots on a shoe last. 

 

The earliest settlers lived in tents sometimes for two years while they were cutting down the trees 
on their farms.  In time they would be given a shed, but it came without windows or door. 
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Bullocks carted the jarrah timber to the yard in town where builders collected it to start putting up 
the group houses. The government wanted 490 houses built, but settlers began to leave the land 
because there was not enough to eat, and income was insufficient.  Only 374 houses were 
needed in the end. 

 

Once each family had their own group house notice how isolated they were.  This empty paddock 
was once a forest. 

Mr Leitch delivered meat to some of the farms in the 1920s and 1930s because not everyone had 
their own transport. 



.	  

	  

 

This is Jack Carrigg who leased a large jarrah forest outside Northcliffe and provided the jarrah for 
the houses. But his contract was reduced and in 1927 he shut down his bush and town mills and 
went to Kalgoorlie where he became a wheat farmer for a few years. 
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By 1930 some of the families who had stayed were able to build or purchase a spring cart so that 
they could get into town to do the shopping. This could be 20 km away.  

Another change was movies.  Flicks, silent movies, had come to Northcliffe every fortnight since 
1928.  Mr Allan Jones drove from Busselton to the people of Northcliffe to show the silent films 
while his wife played the piano so that the silent film had music accompanying it.  From 1933 Mr 
Jones brought the talkies to Northcliffe’s new town hall. 

The 1930s are known as the Depression with worldwide recession. This affected Northcliffe.  
Around the world the price of wheat fell, and farmers walked off their farms. Farmers in the 
wheatbelt came to Northcliffe to find jobs as sleeper cutters.  But by late 1930s 10,000 sleepers 
lay idle unsold. The men lost their jobs.  One of the sleeper cutters remained in Northcliffe all his 
life until 2004. His community work was so successful he was awarded the Order of Australia. 

 

During WWII the government established camps for Prisoners-of-War who came from many 
nations and were imprisoned for various reasons.  The last camp, No.26, was established on a 
farm outside Northcliffe.  The men worked on the farms.  Victor Romano, an Italian prisoner, was 
an artist.  He made his brushes from the bark of trees and different coloured paints from the clay 
and soil.  The general store gave him empty tea chests and he painted on these. 

During the war Northcliffe was recognised as a High-Risk Area because the government was 
fearful of an invasion from the sea.  Because of this fear the steam trains, that were to be 
withdrawn, kept running until the end of the war, and remained in service until 1985. For the past 
35 years Northcliffe people must rely on a bus for transport, but they can catch a train from 
Bunbury 200 kilometres away.   

During the war movies came to town occasionally but only with care to ensure the hall remained in 
darkness.  The women appreciated these times because their husbands, fathers, sons and 
brothers were overseas in the services and the women never heard from them. Now they could 
watch the Pathe News and learn where the Australian troops were and if they were safe.  In 1944 
SS Michael M Goulandris, a cargo ship with the allies, was lost at sea off Windy Harbour close to 



.	  

	  

Northcliffe.  Without lights she struck the unseen rocks and went down, carrying all the January 
rations for Perth. 

 

 

 Prisoners of War in Northcliffe Camp No.26. 
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Painting by Victor Romano from handcrafted brushes and paint. 

 

Petrol as well as food and clothing were rationed so people found a new way to fuel their cars and 
trucks.  A device on the back of the vehicle allowed charcoal to produce gas and this fed the 
vehicle cylinders. 

  

When settlers had abandoned their farms through lack of income and food 13 bush schools 
closed.  The children went without school lessons for 10 years. 

When WWII ended the Australian Army had redundant trucks for which they no longer had a use.  
So, the army offered its trucks to the Education Department.  All the children on the farms in the 
bush could now travel to the town school.  This is the first school bus. 
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Then two more army trucks joined the team of school buses. 

When WWII ended the Government Minister for Information. Arthur Calwell, was concerned that 
Australia’s population was too small to resist any possible invasion. Together with the British 
Government the Ten Pound Pom migration scheme began.  For the equivalent of $20 British 
families and Europeans from refugee camps and war-torn nations were welcomed, adding 
employees and children to Australia’s small population.  More than 500,000 people stayed 
permanently in Australia [though more than that came but returned home].  66,000 people came to 
Perth in the first years.  But Perth had insufficient housing.  This brought a huge change to 
Northcliffe. 
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Here we see the beginning of the forests in the south west being felled to build houses for 66,000 
migrants moving into Perth.  Lopping a karri. There were now three sawmills in Northcliffe and a 
new mill village. Some of the people arriving to work in the mills spoke foreign languages and had 
no knowledge of English words.  Australian wives in the mill village took to helping them. 

Northcliffe saw its first and only bank, the R & I, being built in the main street.  The nearest bank 
was a round journey there and back of 120 km.  Now everyone had bank facilities right in town. 
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Felling a karri.  See the man in the Scarfe!  Thousands of trees would be felled. 
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The sawmills used their own steam trains, which took the felled timber to the trains bound for 
Fremantle Port.  The timber sailed to customers in Europe or South Africa. 

  

Sawmill trucks around 1960.  

 

 

Northcliffe was changing.  The population swelled from 100 in the 1930s to over 1000 people. 

What were the results? 

Between 1960 and 1970 the school had its largest enrolment ever.  The highest number of 
students to this day was 220. 

The sports clubs had many players and started extra teams. 
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And new buildings appeared.  There were more shops.  Between 1924 and 1980 there had been 
74 different store keepers, each trying to make a handsome living.  They seldom did, sold the 
store and someone else tried. 

 

 

 

The rebuilt modern Richards general store that sold everything including petrol, dresses and 
shirts, shoes and socks, farm implements, stock feed and was a store where photographs were 
developed. 

 

  



.	  

	  

What is the major change to the shops compared with the Trading Store in 1924?   [The 
verandahs have been removed because local government believed they were unsafe.  They’ve 
been replaced by cantilever shelter from the sun and rain]  

One dairy farmer introduced the first milk bottles and three farmers followed. For the first time 
Northcliffe purchased milk in milk bottles. 

 

A major difference was in 1966.  The sawmill caught fire and burnt to the ground.  The government 
promised to replace its generators with grid electricity.  The people of Northcliffe insisted in that 
case power should come to the town of Northcliffe. 

So, in 1966, Northcliffe for the first time had grid electricity in their homes and shops. 

When Northcliffe had its first street lighting in 1966 farmers’ children persuaded their parents to 
take them into town at night “to see the lights”. 

Growing tobacco was encouraged for 10 years but failed because conditions were not right and 
the families’ income from tobacco was too small. 
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Northcliffe tobacco kiln. 

 

Growing in a paddock – it was a labour-intensive form of agriculture for a short period.  All the 
children had to help to get the crop off, dried and carted to the railway station to be sold in Perth or 
Melbourne. 

 

Tobacco leaves. 
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Northcliffe’s steam trains which went to Perth via Pemberton came to an end as soon as the first 
diesel train arrived at the Northcliffe station in 1960.  The steam train had run for 30 years before 
being replaced by diesel trains.   All the trains stopped running in 1985. 

By now everyone had a television, and no one wanted to see the movies in Northcliffe town hall 
anymore.  The movies stopped coming in 1977.  They had been coming for nearly 50 years.  Now 
they were gone for good. 

 

On the coast there is a lighthouse which was built in 1960 to guide ships away from rocks off 
Windy Harbour near the D’Entrecasteaux Point.  It had been powered with acetylene gas and 
needed lighting every day.  In 1985 the lens was changed to take solar power and now it receives 
attention once a year. 
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On the 19th June 1974 there was an eclipse of the sun.  The school’s science teachers took the 
students to the beach with telescopes to experience this rare occurrence. 

 

  

In the 1970s a decision was made that would change small rural towns for ever.  Government 
policy around the nation, especially in Western Australia, decided to enlarge the bigger country 
towns and establish major rural centres, in Northcliffe’s case the City of Bunbury.  The new major 
rural centres offered services with excellent infrastructure, bituminised highways and freeways for 
easy access, monopolies were encouraged to set up business especially popular shops with 
challenging prices against which the small rural towns and villages could never compete. 

With entertainment facilities, better schools, TAFE colleges and university branches many of the 
residents in the tiny towns in the bush relished a day’s outing to the major centres.  Shops in the 
rural towns and villages, with not a hope of competing, closed their doors.  In many cases this was 
forever.  Today small towns, like Northcliffe, frequently have no more than a supermarket and a 
post office.  Maybe Northcliffe is lucky because it also has a café and a hotel. 



.	  

	  

By encouraging shopping outside small rural towns, government policy has led to the loss of 
communities’ dreams of having a vibrant industrial area providing services, employment and 
apprenticeships for their children.  Banks, schools, diminished sports teams, public libraries, well 
maintained parks and swimming pools are no more than visions of the past. With diminished retail 
outlets, residents and farmers, small communities provide fewer rates to local government, which 
has the responsibility of caring for other communities larger than the small ones. 

Resilience remains, however.  People turn to new forms of agriculture, sometimes learning from 
new residents who have chosen to escape life in the city and prefer the peace of the countryside.  
Northcliffe’s 22 dairy farms of the late 1990s now number seven.  Large farms have become sub 
divisions for the tree-and-sea changer and plantations for the future.  

Many small rural communities continue to be home to the group settlers’ descendants who nurture 
with pride the heritage that still remains in and around towns like Northcliffe.  There are just over 
100 people living in our town with 750 across our Coastal Ward.  The 2016 census tells us our 
population has decreased overall, but the town is one to be proud of and will be home to many 
people for decades to come. 

The Sunday Times on the 24th February 1974 wrote an article promoting Northcliffe’s 50th 
anniversary: 

“Who could forget the looks on the faces of the groupies and their sons and daughters as they 
approached the flag-bedecked streets of Northcliffe where, fifty years before, they arrived with 
hope for a better life in their hearts.” 

 

One hundred years have passed since the forest and its wildlife were disturbed sufficiently to allow 
a new town to be built and farms established.  Many changes have taken place, but the town and 
its countryside still remain home to many.  Its survival is assured. 

 

Excursion 

Student visits to are welcome ($5 per head and accompanying adults are free, we are open 10am-
3, however are happy to fit into any hours.) 

 


