Friends of Churchill Island Society Inc

FOCIS

Registration Number: A0021907W ABN: 78667051020 PO Box 852 COWES Vic 3922.

Number 169 Autumn 2026 NEWSLETTER

Wumindjika, Welcome! We acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the land on which
we live, work and learn, the Bunurong. We pay our respects to their Elders past and present.

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

DATES - 2026 FOCIS gatherings:

April 3 =5 Easter Extravaganza on Churchill Island.
Music, activities, displays, working horse
demonstrations, farm activities, Easter egg hunts!
FOCIS will also be there, so come along and say Hello.
Being a special event, entry charges apply, even for
FOCIS members. Info and buy your tickets on site, or
book here:

https://www.trybooking.com/events/landing

EASTER

EGGSTRAVAGANZA _S ==

on Churchill Islan

3—5 April 2026

Saturday 18 April 2026: FOCIS Bush Dance in the
Churchill Island shearing shed! Blackberry Jam Bush
Band are returning to dance us through 1 % hours of fun
dancing and song. Buy your tickets here:

https://www.eventbookings.com/b/event/focis-
churchill-island-bush-dance-2026

Saturday 9 May 2026, Cl shearing shed, afternoon
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! We already
have a few FOCIS members brave enough to share a few
of their poems —how about you? The poems don’t have
to be works of genius — just of love for Churchill Island!

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: Cl| 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.
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President Mike Cleeland’s letter

Dear FOCIS members,

After our February meeting, 15
FOCIS members were treated to an
excellent guided tour of the Koala
Conservation Reserve by ranger
Brandan. The weather was perfect
and the reserve looked very healthy,
considering the dry conditions. Not R
long before, a nearby bushfire threat prompted the
activating of the sprinkling system through the KCR as a
fire protection measure, which probably helped the
vegetation. Fortunately the fire was quickly contained
along Harbison Road. Brandan was full of knowledge.
He also showed us the Bush stone-curlews in their
enclosure. They are part of an important breeding
effort to re-establish these birds in their former ranges.

There’s always something of interest happening on
Churchill Island. This Easter (3-5 April) we hope to have
some members available to help with a FOCIS
information and craft activity stall at the Churchill Island
Easter Extravaganza. Also the Churchill Island gardener
Alice Ward is looking for help on her plant stand. Please
let our secretary Christine Grayden know if you are able
to help in either way.
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Our Churchill Island Shearing Shed Bush Dance is
coming up soon after Easter, on Saturday April 18. See
inside to find out more. We will need to have sold
enough tickets by April 11 to make the event viable, so
if you want to come and enjoy this family-friendly,
happy event, please hop on and book soon.

For our May 9 General Meeting we’ll be having a
public poetry reading event in the Churchill Island
Shearing Shed. See Christine’s report about this event
later in the newsletter. I’'m putting on my own poet’s
thinking cap to see if | can write a new poem for reading
at the event. We look forward to seeing you there, with
your poems!

Best wishes, Mike.

” T
After the FOCIS February gathering, our guide
through the Koala Conservation Reserve, Brandan,
receives the gift of a FOCIS mug and our book
Churchill Island History and Her Story from FOCIS
Vice President Terry Holman.

Membership Secretary’s message
Jenny Leonard

Welcome to the new members
who’ve subscribed in the last 3
months and all the renewed
members since the last Newsletter.

We will be sending out Renewal
notices to our 1l-year membership
members in late May this year and look forward to
receiving your renewals.

For those of you who have taken out 3-year
memberships we will send your new Membership
cards for the 2026-2028 years in late May to early
June this year. The new cards have the expiry date
set to the 30™ June on your final year of
membership so we don’t need to send you a new
card for each of the 3 years. Then you will
automatically get a renewal notice in the May prior
to the expiry of your 3-year membership.

The FOCIS membership cards will look
different next time, as we work with Phillip Island
Nature Parks ticketing staff to make the ticketing
and entry process easier for all concerned.

Xk

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 February General Meeting is
included in the combined GM
reports, and can be found here:
https://focis.org.au/focis-general-  §
meetings/ V.8 ‘

Neroli is currently volunteering in transport

logistics for Blazeaid. Thanks Neroli!

Meanwhile, FOCIS account activity for the
year so far has seen deposits from new members
subscriptions, the container deposit scheme ($155
so far this year) and some donations. Expenses
have been the purchase of a sophisticated scanner
for producing archival-quality images, for use by
Churchill Island’s curator Maxine Holden, for
scanning Churchill Island museum collection items.

FOCIS also purchased a laptop, which is now on
loan to Maxine. The total for both of these items
was $2586, paid from our Heritage Fund account,
which is specifically for heritage-related activities
aligning with the FOCIS Principal Purpose: “The
promotion of the moveable cultural heritage of
Churchill Island.”

Balances as at 10.3.2026:

Operating account 10.3.26 was $8771.64 and
on 1.12.25 was $8940.61. The drop was mainly due
to renewal of our public liability insurance $541.20,
and payment to our bookkeeper of $109.00

Our Heritage Fund 10.3.26 was $5523.65 and
on 1.12.25 was $6951.20.

FOCIS committee member Don Johnston
continues to collect the containers from the
Churchill Island café, depositing them for FOCIS.
The donations box located under the back veranda
of Amess House also accumulates some cash.

We also welcome tax deductible donations to
our Heritage Fund, but understand that is not so
easy at present.

Our Term deposit balance is $46,087.71 is due
to mature on 13 April 2026. | am currently
investigating the best term to reinvest this money.
To donate to FOCIS Heritage Fund, please go to:

https://focis.org.au/donation/

For all treasurer enquiries please contact me:
treasurer@focis.org.au
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Bush Dance Coming up in April!

Friends of Churchill Island Society Inc

FOCIS

Registration Number: A0021907W ABN: 78667051020 PO Box 852 COWES Vic 3922
www.focis.org.au secretary@focis.org.au

Friends of Churchill Island Society presents...
Clrwnctiill Toland Bust Dance

In the Churchill Island Shearing Shed
Saturday 18 April 2026, 3.30—5.00 p.m.
Featuring Blackberry Jam Bush Band
Each dance taught and called—suits all ages!

Get your tickets here:

https://www.eventbookings.com/b/event/focis-churchill-
island-bush-dance-2026

1T,
Use the QR code to find out more and EI F"' "‘J? b —
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scroll down to the ticketing link
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Questions?

secretary@focis.org.au
Christine Ph 0400 900 612.

Find out all the details here: https://focis.org.au/events/bush-dance-on-churchill-island-saturday-18-april-
2026/

Buy your tickets here: https://www.eventbookings.com/b/event/focis-churchill-island-bush-dance-2026

Or scan the QR code in the poster.

$SS%
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Churchill Island Museum musings
From newsletter Editor (and a former Cl curator)
Christine Grayden

Churchill Island’s museum Curator
Maxine Holden (right) has been in
the role since June 2024, and is the
sixth curator to serve in the
position.

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

Recently | visited Maxine and one of her
volunteers, Jude, while they were cleaning inside
the historic house and cottages. This is a regular
Tuesday undertaking for Jude, and we thank her for
that. FOCIS has a long history of working bees to do
just that task, but not for the last several years due
to Phillip Island Nature Parks taking over the
working bee co-ordination.

Many visitors comment about how well-kept
the historic buildings and grounds are. This has
always been very much a joint effort between staff
and volunteers.

Cleaning is vital to maintain heritage items,
especially in such a harsh environment as the top
of a hill surrounded by the sea. The long dry spell
we have been experiencing also makes dust more
of a problem, so regular cleaning is vital.

Maxine and Jude cleaning in the children’s room,
Amess House.

This is just one aspect of managing a museum
to National Museum standards. Churchill Island
first received accreditation as a museum of
National standard back in about 2010, with the
demanding process being started by PINP’s Sally
O’Neill, then taken over mainly by Churchill Island
gardener at the time, FOCIS member (Fiona) Meg

McCarthy and FOCIS secretary back then, lill
Fitzroy-Kelly. I then undertook the re-accreditation
process twice during my 8-year tenure as curator.

Photo of the group back in 2008, with the presenter
for the evening, Andy Muirhead (ABC). L-r: Fred Allen
(FOCIS president), Jill Allen (FOCIS secretary), Pat
Jeffery (Visitor Centre staff and stalwart CI
volunteer), Andy Muirhead, Meg (Fiona) McCarthy,
CI gardener and FOCIS member.

You can read the article in the FOCIS Spring 2008
newsletter in our archive on our website here:
https://focis.org.au/newsletters/entry/486/

Maxine arrived just in time for re-accreditation
to loom again, under the Australian Museums and
Galleries Association Victoria (AMaGA Victoria
branch) Museum Accreditation Program (MAP).
There was a lot to be done, including several
outstanding recommendations from the previous
re-accreditation panel’s report.

So she and her volunteers rolled up their
sleeves and got to work, re-interpreting the rooms
in Amess House and Rogers Cottages, updating the
database, and also the agreement between PINP
and the National Trust for the NT objects on loan
for display in the historic buildings, among many
other accreditation-related tasks.

“AMaGA Victoria’s Accreditation programs bring
about positive change by supporting Victorian
organisations to ethically preserve and manage
collections and enrich community experiences. The
Museum Accreditation Program (MAP) contributes
to a future focussed, skilled and sustainable sector
by guiding ongoing development through the
application of the National Standards for
Australian Museums and Galleries and by
connecting peers with industry knowledge. MAP
has been managed by AMaGA Victoria since 1993.
The program is supported by a large number of
Victorian museums and galleries, industry
professionals, and volunteers.”
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You can find out about us and the other museums
in the MAP program here:
https://www.amagavic.org.au/current-
programs/map

Right: Maxine
admiring one of Sister
Margaret Campbell’s
magnificent hibiscus
bushes from ¢.1960,
which are looking
sensational at the
moment, thanks to
the care of CI
gardener, Alice Ward.

Maxine also secured more space for historic
displays in the re-design of the Cl visitor Centre
layout, renewing the displays created first by me,
and increased by later curators Melissa Hayes and
Samantha Mather and Andrea Cleland, and also
adding three new cabinet displays emphasizing the
National Trust objects. All of the VC historic
banners and displays aim to help visitors interpret
the historic buildings once they are in the historic
precinct.

Now that Churchill Island’s museum re-
accreditation has been successful, the gap until the
next re-accreditation is 8 years, instead of the
previous four years.

A lot can happen to historic buildings,
collection objects and the heritage garden in 8
years, so FOCIS will continue to support the curator
in maintaining the high standards required by the
Museum Accreditation Program and our curators
and volunteers.

This year, FOCIS has assisted by funding the
purchase of two high-quality display items, and, at
our February meeting, approved funding the
purchase of two vital items for archiving and
cataloguing — a very high-quality scanner and a
laptop for working with the images, using a
sophisticated digital imaging program. Together
with the digital camera and light box FOCIS

previously purchased with a grant, this
combination will allow collection objects to be
photographed and/or scanned in very high detail,
essential for capturing their condition. A detailed
image also cuts down the amount of handling of
delicate collection items, such as the lace collection
compiled by four generations of Amess family
women.

Images of many of the objects will eventually
be uploaded to the online cataloguing website
Victorian Collections, where the images and some
information about each will be publicly available to
view. My hope is that the VC information can also
be linked to Trove, the National Library of
Australia’s public online database.

Between curatorial tasks, answering questions,
keeping on top of the condition of objects,
cataloguing, numbering collection objects, adding
to the collection, changing the displays, working
with volunteers, meetings, and so on — phew! With
an allocation of only one day a week there is always
lots for the Churchill Island curator to do!
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Next FOCIS gathering - POETRY!
By Christine Grayden

Our next General Meeting and event will be
held on Saturday May 9. We'll be gathering in the
Churchill Island shearing shed. We will probably
start just after the afternoon shearing
demonstration at 2.30 p.m. for a catch up, a short
business meeting with Q&A, followed by a public
event where anyone who wants to participate can
get up and read, recite or perform their poems
about Churchill Island. Any topic, any G-rated
content welcome! (no swearing or offensive words
please).

Maximum time 3 minutes per poem.

If you've ever been to a poetry reading, or
poetry slam, you know how good they are: ranging
from fun to heartfelt, and definitely not boring.

Rhyming, free-verse, limerick, sonnet, haiku,
ballad — you can even sing it, we don’t mind! It can
be serious, or silly, like this limerick | just put
together. (To be read in sing-song way):

A young lad on Churchill Island

Paid to feed a cow from the Highland.

She tossed her head

As the hay was spread

And he got a straw hat that was not planned!
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If you're writing a rhyme, don’t forget that
there are lots of websites that specialize in giving
you rhyming words for virtually any word you can
think of.

Entry to Cl is free to FOCIS members, and the
FOCIS poetry event is free. Non-FOCIS members
will only pay the normal Cl entry. For poets, we will
have a lectern, and the area between the shearing
stand and the audience will be clear for any
performance poets.

Please let me know if you wish to participate. |
also need to know:

e if you need any equipment (e.g.
microphone),

e how many poems you will be
presenting,

e how longeach s,

e any introduction notes you would like
us to read to the audience before you
present.

Note this is not a competition, and no prizes will
be given. Consider the audience applause to be
your reward! However, with some of the poets’
permission, | would like to feature some of the
poems in the FOCIS newsletter.

For any questions, comments, or to run a poem
or idea past me, please email me:
secretary@focis.org.au  Or you can text me, or
leave a message on my mobile: 0400 900 612

| will endeavor to get back to you as soon as
possible.

Happy Churchill Island poetry writing. | look
forward to hearing from FOCIS members who
would like to join in. Encourage your friends too!

Churchill Island Essay
By Christine Grayden

March is Women’s History Month, so for this
edition | have compiled two excerpts about some
of the women who lived on Churchill Island since
colonial times. The excerpts are from the third
edition of Patricia Baird’s book Churchill Island
History and Her Story, fully revised and added to by
David Maunders and |, and printed with assistance
from a Bass Coast Shire Council grantin 2022.

Both David and | have history-related degrees,
and | have done a great deal of research on local
colonial history. The content in the early chapters
relating to the Bunurong people was reviewed by

Dr David Tutchener, archaeologist, representing
the Bunurong Land Council Aboriginal Corporation,
the Recognised Aboriginal Party for our area.

The third edition follows the same format as
Pat Baird’s original two editions — an historical
account of the eras of Churchill Island’s history,
with each chapter followed by an imagined or oral
history account of life on the island during each
era.

We start our excerpts with a very brief version
of the story of my great, great grandmother, Irish
Famine orphan Winifred Nealis.

Winifred Pickersgill (nee Nealis) was born in about
1832, in County Mayo, Ireland. When she and her
brother were orphaned by the Irish potato famine,
she came to Australia on the Lady Kennaway with
many other orphaned Irish girls. Winifred arrived
at the Immigration Depot on 13 December 1848
and left there on 16 December 1848. She was
engaged by Major Firebrace of Milford, Melbourne
for 12 months at £11 per annum. On 21 September
1852 she married a man called Robert Gipson who
was actually Samuel Pickersgill.

After her marriage, family stories tell that she
ran a canvas tent boarding house alongside Princes
Bridge on the south bank of the Yarra River
catering for some of the huge influx of immigrants
who arrived due to the 1852 gold rushes. Their son
Robert William, was born March or April of 1853
and daughter Eliza Ann (‘Lilly’), in August 1855.

It is believed that Samuel and Winifred with
their son and daughter, left Melbourne in 1855 for
Liverpool and travelled as Mr. and Mrs. Alex
Roulston to Leeds, perhaps in order for Samuel to
either lose his previous identity or secure an
inheritance —probably unsuccessfully. They arrived
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back in Melbourne in June 1856 on the Fairlie, their
passage assisted by their future employer. This
time they travelled as Mr. and Mrs. Pickersgill.
Samuel was indentured to Alex McCallum for £60
per year as a farm laborer on French Island,
Western Port, where a second daughter, Priscilla,
was borninJuly 1857. Records indicate she was the
first white child born there.

Having completed his indenture to McCallum,
in 1860 Samuel, Winifred and their children sailed
across Western Port from French Island to
Churchill Island.

By this time Winifred was heavily pregnant
with their fourth child and the family story has it
that, apart from her small children, circumstances
meant that she was alone for the birth. Marion
Louisa [my great grandmother] was born on
Churchill Island in October 1860; the first white
child to be born there. Two more daughters were
born to them while living on Churchill Island:
Catherine in February 1862 and Elsie Annie during
1864.

Secondly we would like to feature Amy Schulz;
she and her husband, CI manager Carrol Schulz,
established FOCIS in 1980. Here is Amy’s account of
a stormy night in their new cabin, built as a
caretaker’s residence on Churchill Isalnd.

The wind was blowing stronger and stronger as
Amy and her dog Dot struggled the last few metres
back to the shelter of the house. Amy gave thanks
they were at last living in the sturdy house, built for
them from donations and funding from the VCT.

The air was streaming with twigs and branches
and she could hear the creaks and groans as the
trees bent to the wind. One wild branch flew past
and flipped itself onto the woodheap. She laughed
inwardly at this ‘automatic gathering’ of firewood
and remembered the days she had spent helping
her father.

The fragrance of the woodheap always
transported her to her childhood — to her father
splitting the Eucalyptus blocks so effortlessly, his
axe flashing in the sunlight, the blocks falling open
to show their red hearts. How he had heaped the
split wood into the barrow and trundled it up to the
kitchen door where her task was to stack it so that
it would not tumble down and block the doorway.

She remembered the day he felled a large gum
tree, how he cut and wedged and judged with his
eye, where the tree should fall. She was almost

disappointed when instead of crashing to the earth
as she thought it would, it settled gently down
between the shed and the back of the house
without even disturbing the lemon tree. It was only
later that she really appreciated how skilled he was
with his axe and his strong arms and his true eye.

Now Amy pulled open the door of the house
and struggled to close it behind her. Dot, her
trusted guardian, flopped down on the floor not
quite at ease, her head raised and ears pricked at
each new buffeting. Amy was always a bit nervous
on these stormy nights when Carroll was away. But
Dot, despite her gentle nature, had a deep and
reassuring bark. And she seemed to know when it
was needed.

The new house was creaking and the wind was
screaming as if it was trying to prise a way in.
Telling Dot to sit, Amy ventured outside again to
check that the external doors and bins were safely
secured. She felt like saying to the storm — ‘don’t
rush unless it’s a fire or a hemorrhage!’ —as Matron
had always said if she saw the young nurses
running during Amy’s nursing days.

There is a lot more detail about these women’s
lives, and of course many others involved on Churchill
Island Moonah Mia over the years. You can to buy the
book to read the rest.

Buy at Churchill Island, or online here:

https://focis.org.au/online-shop/

An excellent way to support FOCIS!

Woman riding side-saddle, a sketch by Jane
and Samuel Amess’s granddaughter, Minnie
Lawrence. More of her sketches from 1890-
1910 are featured in the book.
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You can find FOCIS on website:
https://focis.org.au/

YouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/@Friendsofchurchilli
slandOrgAu

And Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/FOCISAust/

FOCIS COMMITTEE & Contacts:

Executive:

President: Mike Cleeland: president@focis.org.au

Vice President: Terry Holman

General Secretary / newsletter editor / Facebook manager: Christine Grayden:
secretary@focis.org.au M: 0400 900 612.

Treasurer: Neroli Raff: treasurer@focis.org.au

Membership secretary: Jenny Leonard: membership@focis.org.au
Minutes secretary: Bonnie Taylor

General Committee:

Don Johnstone: Phillip Island & District Historical Society rep;
Pauline Taylor: Phillip Island Conservation Society rep;

Di Scukovic; Sue Trist and Cathy Jones.

Assistants:

David Woodberry is FOCIS volunteer website manager: webmaster@focis.org.au
Stephen Paull helps with FOCIS Facebook.
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