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Editor: Christine Grayden. editor@focis.org.au 
 

DATES – remainder 2025, and 2026 FOCIS 
gatherings:  

FOCIS  hosts Phoenix singers for carols. See 
page 3 for details! 

Saturday 14 February 2026, starting 1.30 pm in the 
Gurburra Bik Bik room at the Koala Conservation 
Reserve. Short General Meeting followed by a cuppa 
then guided walk through the Koala Conservation 
Reserve with a PINP ranger. View the koalas, the 
prolific birdlife and the endangered Bush Stone 
Curlews. Discounted entry applies to FOCIS members.  

 
# We’re planning to have another Bush Dance in 

the Churchill Island shearing shed in April – we’ll let you 
know when we have approval from Churchill Island!  

 
Saturday 9 May 2026, CI shearing shed, time TBA. 

FOCIS General Meeting followed by a public event: 
Churchill Island poetry reading. Polish up your poetry 
writing skills to share with all of us! FOCIS President 
Mike Cleeland to share a few of his bush poems.  
 

AGM Saturday 8 August 2026: Lunch, venue and 
catering TBA, followed by AGM and some music 
provided by local musicians (sing-a-longs encouraged!). 
For FOCIS members and guests. 

 
Saturday November 14: CI shearing shed, time 

TBA. FOCIS General Meeting followed by public event - 

a combined viewing of Terry Melvin’s film of our play 
“Whispers from the Past”, with narration by some 
of the characters from the play.  

In this edition…. 
FOCIS events coming up:    1 
President’s Letter     1 
Message from membership secretary 2 
Treasurer’s report     2 
Curator Maxine Holden    2 
Summer on Churchill Island    3-4 
Essay: Happy 200th birthday von Mueller 5-7 
FOCIS committee and contacts:   8 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
FOCIS President Mike Cleeland’s letter 

Dear FOCIS members,  
As we head into warmer 

weather, on behalf of FOCIS I wish 
you a happy Christmas summer 
holiday season with fun and 
relaxation on the agenda.  

Currently I am busy with lots 
of caroling – including on Churchill Island. See the 
write up on p.4 for details. See you there! 

Some of my early recollections of Churchill 
Island include droving sheep there from our farm 
near Forrest Caves in the 1970s. Carroll Schultz was 
the Churchill Island manager then and was 
concerned about the fire hazard for summer 
created by long grass in spring so he reached 
agreement with Dad to bring a mob of sheep over.  

Dad would get my brothers and I up early 
before the morning traffic built up, and we'd push 
the sheep along the roadside then over the bridge. 
It got to the stage after a couple of years that the 
sheep knew the way, and we only had to open the 
gate and they'd head straight for the juicy green 
pastures of the island.  Unfortunately the practice 
had to be discontinued as the traffic became 
heavier but it was a fun activity for us teenagers at 
the time. 

The garden walk planned for our last FOCIS 
gathering in November did not go ahead due to 
wet and windy conditions, so our secretary 
Christine entertained us at the Newhaven 
Information Centre meeting room with a Power 
Point talk about the history of Churchill Island’s 

Container Deposit Scheme FOCIS number 
C2000035970. It all adds up, so please keep 
FOCIS in mind when using CDS machines. 
Thank you to everyone who has donated to us 
through the recycle deposit scheme.  Around 
$200 in the last 6 months!  And doing good for 
the environment! 
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gardens. Christine has also written a history essay 
for this newsletter about Ferdinand von Mueller, 
who gifted the Amess House Homestead Tree on 
the completion of the house in 1872.  

We have various FOCIS activities planned for 
2026, so check the Events section and our 
Facebook page. We’ll also contact members in 
person as each event approaches, and look 
forward to seeing you then.  

֍֍֍֍֍ 

Membership Secretary’s message –  
Jenny Leonard  
 
Welcome to our new members! 

It’s lovely to have more families and 
some single members join this year. 
Thanks to our members who 
recommend FOCIS to their family 
and friends. There’s good reason to if they’re 
residents or visitors to the area, because being 
members of FOCIS has great benefits. Show your 
current membership card for: 

✓ Free entry to Churchill Island during 
opening hours. (Extra charges may 
apply during special events though) 

✓ 20% off retail at all Phillip Island 
Nature Parks venues 

✓ 10% off food  and drinks (except 
alcohol) at Churchill Island café 

✓ 25% discount on entry fees to the 
Penguin Parade and the Koala 
Conservation Reserve. To book for 
the Penguin Parade, please book 
on site with your FOCIS card, or 
call PINP on 5951 2830 to book 
tickets, and show your FOCIS card 
when you pick up your tickets. 

✓ 10% discount on indigenous plants 
at Barb Martin Bush Bank nursery 
located at the Koala Conservation 
Reserve. 

✓ Regular issues of the FOCIS 
newsletter x 4 per year, delivered 
to you by email or post according 
to your preferences.  

✓ Advanced notification of FOCIS 
events. 

Please contact me for any membership 
enquiries. I’ll be happy to help!  

membership@focis.org.au  
 

֍֍֍֍֍ 

 

Treasurer’s Report – Neroli Raff 
 
The Treasurer’s report from 

the November General Meeting is 
included in the combined  GM 
reports, and can be found here: 
https://focis.org.au/focis-general-
meetings/ 

 Activity for the month since our November 
GM has seen deposits from new members 
subscriptions, and some donations. Expenses have 
been from our November General Meeting and 
some administrative costs. All of our accounts are 
with Bendigo Community Bank with the Cowes 
branch assisting with most of our enquires.  

There are three signatories to the FOCIS 
accounts: FOCIS president, Mike Cleeland; 
Secretary Christine Grayden and myself as 
treasurer. Two signatories are required for all 
payment transactions. Transactions are mostly 
done online. Balances as at 1.12.25: 

Operating account 1.11.25 was $8926.71, and 
on 1.12.25 was $8940.61.  

Our Heritage Fund 1.12.25 was $6923.40 and 
on 1.12.25 was $6951.20, including $27.80 
donations.* 

Our Operating Fund term deposit balance is 
$46,087.71 after earning $2046.24 interest from 
the previous term, and being reinvested for 7 
month term until maturity at 13 April 2026.   

Total assets: approx. $62,000 
 
*Don’t forget that all donations over $2 to our 

Heritage Fund are tax deductible. To donate go to:  
https://focis.org.au/donation/ 
 
For all treasurer enquiries please contact me: 

treasurer@focis.org.au  

 

֍֍֍֍֍ 

Churchill Island Museum 
Curator - Maxine Holden 

 
Maxine’s report for the 
November GM can be read in 
the combined reports pdf on our 
website: 
https://focis.org.au/focis-general-meetings/ 

 We don’t have a report to hand directly from 
Maxine, but we can report that Maxine has 
managed to create an attractive and informative 

mailto:membership@focis.org.au
https://focis.org.au/focis-general-meetings/
https://focis.org.au/focis-general-meetings/
https://focis.org.au/donation/
mailto:treasurer@focis.org.au
https://focis.org.au/focis-general-meetings/
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display of museum collection items within the new 
layout of the Churchill Island Visitor Centre.  

This display is in three separate cabinets 
grouped together, and includes CI objects and 
some featured objects on loan from the National 
Trust. The display directly invites visitors to explore 
the historic Rogers Cottages (1860s) and Amess 
House (1872) to view more collection items within 
settings of their eras.  

It's a big step forward to have such an 
emphasis on museum collection items within the 
main ticketing area of the Visitor Centre.  

There are other mini displays on the edge of 
the retail section, which were set up 5 or so years 
ago by previous curators, but are somewhat 
hidden. They are still interesting displays, so take a 
look near the stock saddle just inside the Visitor 
Centre entry when next you visit.  

Maxine was a guest presenter of one of the 
‘lightning talks’ at the October Victorian 
Collections online cataloguing training day, hosted 
by Australian Museums and Galleries Association 

Victoria (AMAGA 
Vic), held at the 
National Wool 
Museum in Geelong. 
Her talk focused on 
her strategies for 
approaching the 
Churchill Island 
collection.   

While 1200 Churchill Islands images and 
objects have been catalogued onto the Victorian 
Collections website over the years, many of the 
entries are not properly categorized and the 
information is not accurate. Consequently most 
are currently not available to view on VC. Maxine 
and her volunteer team are working to address 
these issues over the next few years. FOCIS will 
assist as requested to provide historical detail and 
context.  

 

֍֍֍֍֍ 

Summer on Churchill Island 
 

Phoenix Singers 
FOCIS is delighted to host Phoenix Singers for 

Carols on Churchill Island, Wednesdays 10, 17 and 
24 December. We look forward to seeing lots of 

you there – bring your friends and family! 

 
 

Ocean Sounds 
Also, the ever-popular big music event Ocean 

Sounds Festival is on at Churchill Island again on 10 
January, gates open 12 noon and close at 12.30 am, 
11 January.  This event is run by a private company, 
and nothing to do with FOCIS, but we are sharing 
the information here because this event is huge 
and definitely a different experience of Churchill 
Island. You can watch on YouTube a short promo of 
the acts for this all-ages event, go here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=serr-
X2yJsk&t=23s 

Go here for more detail and ticketing 
information: 
https://www.oceansoundsfestival.com.au/ 

This event attracts thousands of singing, 
dancing patrons, so if you want to attend, book 
soon.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=serr-X2yJsk&t=23s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=serr-X2yJsk&t=23s
https://www.oceansoundsfestival.com.au/
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Regular Summer activities 
If you want a quieter Churchill island 

experience, go along on another day. The island is 
open every day, with shortened hours on 
Christmas Day.  

There’s always plenty to do on Churchill Island. 
You can read about the program of activities on the 
Phillip Island Nature Parks website here: 

https://www.penguins.org.au/attractions/chu
rchill-island/ 

With the new Highland Cattle experience, and 
other special tours, it pays to book ahead, 
especially in busy holiday times, because the 
numbers are limited.  

 

Next FOCIS gathering 
Our next General Meeting and event will be 

held after the school holidays, on Saturday 
February 14. We’ll be gathering at the Gurburra Bik 
Bik room to the north of the visitor centre at the 
Koala Conservation Reserve at 1810 Phillip Island 
Road, Phillip Island, Victoria 3923. Parking on site. 

Starting at 1.30 p.m. for a catch up, a short 
business meeting with Q&A, followed by a Phillip 
Island Nature Parks ranger-led walk through the 
forest of blue gums and understory species.  

We’ll no doubt see lots of birds and the 
resident koalas, and will also visit the Bush Stone-
Curlews in their enclosure. These birds are 
endangered in Victoria, and the captive birds at the 
KCR are an important part of a breeding and 
rewilding program to try to re-build their numbers 
in the state. Some offspring have already been 
released onto fox-free Phillip Island Milawul.   

If the weather is too hot or wet to walk, we’ll 
have a talk about the reserve by the allocated 
ranger. Then it will be time for a cuppa and chat 
before we go our separate ways.  

 

 
 
Please wear clothing for the weather, and 

sturdy shoes, and bring a water bottle for when 
we’re out in the reserve. A discount of 25% off the 

ticketing price applies on presentation of your 
current FOCIS membership card.  

Current full prices: 
Adult (16+ years) - $17.00 

Child (4-15 years) - $8.50 (children under the age 
of 16 must be accompanied by an adult) 
Family (2 adults and 2 children) - $42.50 
Australian Pensioner (ID required) - $11.90. 

If you don’t wish to go on the walk, you are 
welcome to stay in the room for a cuppa and chat 
with others who may not wish to do the walk.  

 

Farmers’ Market FOCIS 
Stall – Don Johnstone 

Our attempts to hold more 
FOCIS stands with information, 
sales and donation-collecting  at the 
Regional Farmers Markets Churchill Island market 
have been thwarted by weather, work and an 
overflow of stall-holders. But if the stars align we 
are aiming to be at the January 10 and 17 Markets.  

Please look out for us if you are at the market, 
and say hello to the volunteers who will be at the 
stand –  and throw some of your spare change into 
our donations bucket!  

We offer some merchandise for sale, including 
mugs with photos from the island: Clydesdales, 
highland cattle, historic trees; cards featuring 
Minnie Lawrence’s sketches and of course copies 
of our book Churchill Island History and Her Story. 

Market dates for the Summer, all Saturdays; 
January 3, 10, 17, 24 and 31 -  6. 8 am – 1 pm. 

 

 

֍֍֍֍֍ 
 

https://www.penguins.org.au/attractions/churchill-island/
https://www.penguins.org.au/attractions/churchill-island/
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Happy 200th Birthday 
Baron Sir Ferdinand Jakob Heinrich 
von Mueller – unrivalled botanist 

 
..who left us the Homestead Tree 

outside Amess House, Churchill Island. 
An essay by Christine Grayden. 

 

 
There is only one word to describe von 

Mueller: Extraordinary.  
Here is the brief autobiography from Council of 

Heads of Australasian Herbaria Australian National 
Herbarium Biographical Notes: 

 
“Born in Rostock, Germany, on 30 June 1825; 

died in Melbourne, Victoria, Australia, on 10 
October 1896. He studied pharmacy and took his 
Doctor of Philosophy at the University of Kiel in 
1847. He came to South Australia in 1848 for health 
reasons.  

“He soon became a great botanical collector 
and writer.He was Victorian Government Botanist 
from 1853, and for a time Director of the Botanic 
Gardens. He travelled widely in Victoria and was on 
the A. C. Gregory expedition to northern Australia 
in 1855-57. He supported botanical exploration 
and collecting throughout the colonies. 

“His botanical publications are very extensive, 
and include Fragmenta Phytographiae Australiae 
published over the period 1858-82. 

“Dr Mueller received honours from many of 
the ruling Royal Houses of Europe, he was made a 
Baron by the King of Wurtemberg in 1871, and 
knighted by Queen Victoria.” 

 
This article barely scratches the surface. There 

are several massive biographies about von 
Mueller, and also about the people who collected 
specimens for him, which you can explore via any 
library service. The National Herbarium also has an 

enormous archive of his correspondence, which 
they are gradually sorting and cataloguing.  

Von Mueller’s work ethic, his passion for the 
discovery, collection and classification of 
Australia’s plants, and his copious contributions to 
scientific journals and forums is legendary. He 
thought nothing of venturing into the roughest 
terrain in four states, often alone or just with his 
horse, collecting plants from coast to mountains 
and plains and forests. It may well be claimed that 
von Mueller single-handedly lifted the study of 
botany into the realm of world-class standard in 
19th century Australia.  

His plant collection was immense, and he gave 
most of it to the National Herbarium, which he 
established within the Botanic Gardens in 
Melbourne where he was the first director and 
Victorian Government Botanist.  

While von Mueller contributed vastly to our 
knowledge of Australia’s native plants, he also 
contributed in other ways – some good, some not 
so good.  

FOCIS president Mike Cleeland has spent many 
years as a Landcarer and hands-on worker in the 
environment, and refers to von Mueller as ‘Baron 
von Blackberry’. As a member of the Victorian 
Acclimatisation Society, along with Phillip Island 
locals of the second half of the 19th century the 
McHaffies, Cleeland, Samuel Amess and Harbison, 
von Mueller spent much energy trying to introduce 
productive plants to this continent from other 
countries, especially in Europe – blackberries 
among them. Another VAS member, Austin of the 
Western District, introduced rabbits. Both plant 
and mammal have been a disaster for the 
Australian environment.  

Von Mueller is recorded as having visited 
Phillip Island on many occasions. He would 
certainly have known Churchill Island owner 
Samuel Amess, and could hardly have avoided an 
association when traveling here, since Amess was 
a shareholder in Cobb & Co, the Isle of Wight Hotel, 
and the ferry service!  

There are various impressive trees in the area 
that were almost certainly gifts from von Mueller. 
According to family history, the large Moreton Bay 
Fig and the two species of pine trees at the Isle of 
Wight Hotel sites were gifts to then-owner 
Richardson. Another of these Moreton Bay Figs is 
still growing strong on Ventnor Beach Rd, 
diagonally opposite Wimbledon Heights on what 
was the site of William Harbison’s main residence.  
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Von Mueller was a friend of the McHaffies, and 
gifted a pine tree to Georgiana McHaffie for each 
of her children. Two of Samuel and Winifred 
Pickersgill’s teenage children were her servants  at 
various times. The pines were planted around the 
McHaffie homestead at Ventnor. Although the 
pines are now gone, seeds from their pine cones 
were propagated, and a row of these now 125-year 
old pine trees still lines the driveway to the former 
Ventnor Anchorage farm, then owned by my 
Grayden-Pickersgill  forebears. 

Von Mueller was not just interested in land 
plants. He was also passionate about sea algae 
(‘seaweed’), and it was his passion for these that 
led to his passion for Georgiana McHaffie’s sister 
Euphemia Henderson. While he met Euphemia in 
Melbourne – reputedly when she took some her 
botanical artwork to him at the National 
Herbarium – it was on his visits to the McHaffies 
when Euphemia was staying there, where they 
both collected sea algae together.  

 
 
Henderson, Euphemia 

Ethel Elizabeth Spencer 
Middleton (1822 - 1907)  

The same brief 
biography source as von 
Mueller’s gives this about 
Euphemia:  

”Born in Valparaiso, 
Chile, 1822, died in Kew, Vic., 30 November 1907. 
One of at least five children, to James Henderson, 
a Captain in the Royal Navy, and Catherine née 
Black. Euphemia spent her early years on a family 
estate on Guernsey, and later on the Isle of Man. 
She came to Vic. when her sister Georgiana 
married a settler, John David McHaffie of Phillip 
Island. When not working as a governess, 
Euphemia lived with the McHaffies.  

“She was also a wildflower artist in 
watercolours. Painted bunches of flowers for 
Mueller. They collected MEL specimens at Phillip 
Island, 1863. Nematolepis euphemiae F.Muell. 
(1863) was named for her. (CG: now Chorilaena 
euphemiae) 

Euphemia died of gastroenteritis in Kew in 
1907 aged 86. Forty-four letters from Mueller to 
Euphemia survive.” 

As a Victorian-era spinster and governess, 
Euphemia would have had little opportunity to 
explore nature in the wilds. Botanists such as von 

Mueller and others called on these otherwise 
trapped single women, many of whom were 
amateur collectors and botanic artists just like 
Euphemia, to venture into the wilds of forests, 
meadows and coasts to collect specimens. Many of 
these ‘Collecting Ladies’ were extremely 
adventurous. Some of them even ventured out 
alone!  

The love of walking the island’s beautiful 
beaches is not new. Euphemia certainly seems to 
have enjoyed it. Possibly she took the McHaffie 
children down to the beach with her, and sketched 
and searched for sea algae as they played. I like to  
imagine her, away from the searching eyes of 
Melbourne society, hitching up her long skirts and 
numerous petticoats required at the time, and 
wading into the sandy shores of Woolshed Bight 
below the McHaffie homestead.  

We know that von Mueller longed for a wife 
and children. After only a short time of knowing 
Euphemia in an intimate relationship, he proposed 
to her – reputedly while sitting together on a flat 

red rock well-
known to me 
near Grossard 
Point, Ventnor.  

Local 
historian 
Maureen 
Matthews 
describes how: 

 “The distinguished botanist and the talented 
Scottish girl who loved studying and sketching 
plants seemed made for each other. She saved his 
letters to her and we read his salutation, ‘Beloved 
bride.’ They read the poetry of Lord Byron 
together on Phillip Island. Mueller referred to her 
proudly as ‘my fiancée , a greatly talented and 
enlightened Scottish lady’.” 

He and Euphemia were engaged for a short six 
or seven months during 1863. Von Mueller was 
then 41 years old and because Euphemia was much 
the same age he concluded she would not be able 
to bear children and wrote to her pleading for her 
to break the engagement:  

“…as your future (you may believe it) is dear to 
me, I have after a long and most painful internal 
combat, deemed it much more honourable to 
afford you an opportunity of withdrawing from an 
engagement, which opens only a gloomy future…. 

“Whenever I come to England I will wait on her 
(your venerable mother) and on your other 
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relations and solicit from them that forgiveness, 
which I feel sure, once will also be granted by Mr 
McHaffie and his Lady, from whom I experienced 
so many tokens of genuine but ill rewarded 
kindness….You have it in your power to dispel my 
gloom and adopt me to brotherhood and 
friendship.  

“Ever yours with profound regards. Ferd. 
Mueller.”  

 
A fragment of the letter. 
 
Von Mueller describes Euphemia in several 

letters as having “generosity.…pious 
resignation.…talents, blended as they are by a 
gentle disposition”. We can only imagine how 
shocked she was to receive his letter of rejection. 
She must have indeed had all of those qualities to 
have agreed to break off the engagement in order 
to save his reputation!  

Even so, they remained friends and Euphemia 
continued to collect plant and sea algae specimens 
for him and for her botanical art. Consequently the 
Botanic Gardens has a sizeable collection of her 
specimens and artwork, which was featured in a 
range of exquisite homewares about 10 years ago 
by Maxwell & Williams, in partnership with the 
Royal Botanic Gardens. These items are still highly 
collectable.  

 

However, von Muellers’ personality, extreme 
and obsessive work ethic,  and personal habits just 
did not seem fitted for domestic life. He had two 
relationships after Euphemia, but never married or 
had children. In a sense, his massive body of work 
was his offspring; an extraordinary legacy left to 
the world, and far surpassing in scientific value the 
otherwise awful legacy of rampant blackberries.  

His advice to Richardson to grow the bitter 
chicory plant, which Richardson took to Phillip 
Island to counteract attacks by caterpillars, was to 
shape the Phillip Island landscape for a century to 
come. A great advocate of Eucalypts, von Mueller 
would have been horrified to see the damage 
wrought on the island’s landscape, with two tons 
of big Eucalypt timber being required to dry each 
ton of chicory.  

As far as we know, chicory was never grown on 
Churchill Island, and there was never a kiln there. 
In that regard, von Mueller’s legacy to Churchill 
island remains the massive Norfolk Island Pine, 
which has become a landmark beckoning visitors 
from the Anderson Peninsula and from many 
points around Western Port.  

Long may the Amess House ‘Homestead Tree’ 
continue to thrive as Churchill Island’s own 
representation of this amazing scientist.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

֍֍֍֍֍ 
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