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YAN YEAN RESER VOIR: 150 YEARS 
by Lindsay Man n 

O ur 2008 program begins with a commemorat ion of 150 years of the Yan Ycan 
-........ Reservoir, still essential water supply fo r th t.: melropolitan area. It provided our lirst 

Mdbournc water supply and was the inspiration o r ex-convict pioneer architect and 
eng ineer. James Bl ac kburn. Mclbourne ·s c ity surveyor, who never livcd to sec his 
idea become real ity as he died in March 1854 of typhoid . ii was lclt to another 
engineer, :\1i.lllhcw Bulloc k Jackson. to ~cc the project th rough to its completion wi th 
the lirst supply reaching Melbourne on 31 December 185 7 with a hydrant spouting 
water at the.: corner of Flinders and Elizabeth Streets bcfon; 1hc Governor, Sir Henry 
llarkly. :.rnd a large crowd of ce lebrating Mc lbournians. 

Our speaker is Lindsay Mann who was born in 1940 and who grew up in Yan Ycan. 
I le writes:" Earl y one morn ing in la te 1945 his mother told him thc war was over. 
and sal him on the post that supported the homcslcad·s front g.i te. I le saw a milit ia 
un it marching down Pknty Ro.id, 10 the beat of a kc lth:drum. Those ml'n WL'r c in the 
act of a fina l withdrawal from their tour of duty in guarding one of Mc lbournc's major 
w:.iter supplies. the Yan Ycan Reservoir. 

Lindsay had witnessed history. and though he would not realize it fo r a lew years ye t, 
a seed h:id been planted . i\s he maturcd. it would fl ower into a lifetime interest in 
loca l history. and especially in the history of the Yan Ycan Rcscrvoir- thc oldest 
la rge d.im in .-\ustrnlia- but more.- ahout th at on the night. 

Currently Li ndsay is the president of the \Vhittlcsca Historica l Soc iety. 1-k is also the 
au thor of three small books on local hi story subjects, the first being Arthur 's Creek 
( ·i:111etery: A Hi.rtmy which was wriucn fo r the Cemetery Tru st in 1994 and rcvist.:d in 
200➔. In 1996 he sel f-pub li shed lhe Pie my B11shra11gers of 18./2: The Firs/ 
1:·11ropem1s I fanged in Victuri<1. ;\ tie r the ir capture al prese nt day \V hittlcsea. they 
were tried in the Supremc Court . and sc mcnccd lO <l!.!ath . !The recent story in our 
l listorians by fa nine Rizzcui of Judge \Villis who conducted their trial was of 
part icular intc rcst 10 l.indsay. j 
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In 2000, with contributions from his friends, he produced a book entitled, Born in a 
Barn: G1·eensborough 's Uniting Church's First 150 Years--- 1850-2000. He has also 
written a number of magazine articles on historical subjects, including many in the 
Whi11/esea Town Crier. In 1998 he wrote a story for Freshwater Fishing Australia 
no.43 (Winter) entitled 'Yarra River.Cod, Migration by Spring Cart' which tells 'the 
story of Argus proprietor, Edward Wilson 's, project in I 857 to introduce cod into the 
Plenty River at Whi1tlesea in an effort to allow them to find their own way into the 
Yarra, while his really big claim to obscurity is that he is ·a bit ofa bush poet' with 
under a dozen poems to his name. 

Lindsay is currently writing a history of the Yan Yean Public Cemetery for the 
Cemetery Trust. His great ambition though is, one day, to tell the story of 
Melbourne 's agonizing progress towards the founding of the Melbourne and 
Metropolitan Board of Works and the acquiring ofa sewerage system. 



YAN YEAN RESERVOIR:IS0 YEAl{S ,·tJ11 I. 

hy Lindsay .\1 :urn 

l h1.: '-l() ry 0f1 hc Yan Yi.:an Rcst.:rvoir l"Untillllt:', frl1m 1111.: t;tlk giv1:n b: J ind,:1: .\L11111 

in h:hruar:: 

T hl· \ ' :an Ycan E:\tl'nsiun \Vurks 

i\ 1<1ri.: ..;ubstantial " ·orks to cnlargt.: thi.: Yan Yl';m c:11dm1i:lll :1rea '>Wrtt:d in lak I X8 I or 

earl: 188:! h1 bring thi: Wallaby Cn:i.:k. ~1 trihutar: o f the Ki ng Parrot Creek . itsl.' lf a 
tribu tan· o f the Goulburn River. fr(lm the othl'r s idi.: of the (ircat Di,·idinc R;uu!c. 
!.;111.:r ti~!.: shw..igc capac ity ofthc n.: ~crvuir \\as rurthc r augmcntt.:d when 1i1i.: Sil~cr 
Cn:ck. also 0 11 1hc north s ide of the lbngcs. was diverted into the \Va lbhy Cri.:d weir. 
l'lh.:n 1hi.: i.,:l,nlr ihuti L, nS o f hoth crcd.:s fl owed in an open channd vi~ a saddh.: from 
nilrth 10 south. 1hen hc ltcr~skc lti.:r d(1\\ll Jack's Creek in to the Toorourrong Rc ...,l' J'\'oi r. 
ihelfbuilt as pan of the Wallah) Creek wo rl-.. s: and from there via 1hc Ch.:-.1n,ah.:r 
( 'h:mnel and the original Inlet Chanm:I into the Y:rn Yean Reservoir.' 

l11trml11ci11:,!. the t:om·cpt of .i "'Huard of \ Vorks .. tn thl.' suhurhan cu1111l'i ls 

,.\:,. 1.:a rl ~ a:-- !86X. at thi.: instig,1tion ofthi.: l'(l\\ll ('h.:rk pf.\klhl)t1r11e. blimmd (lcrald 
I ill( iihhon. a conli:n . .:nc.:i.: of the :-. uhurban co111u;il:,. \\ <I'.:> held hl Ir) lo gi.: 1 ;ign.:cment on 
the need for a mctropnl itan board or" orks. Suc.:h a huard \\lHild ;H:t a, a 1-..ind t)f 
'super t:uunci l' to L:tkc vn proj1.:c:t~ th:11 wou ld rcquin.: thc C:OlJp1,,; r;1ti Pn nL :t11d be 1ir 
mutual hL·ncli l to. more than one.: munic:ipali1y. Hut lirst the Hoa rd \\Ould want tn 
pun.:ha'.lc the Yan Yean Rescrvoi r. Prujccts l(ir the ivHvlBW \,mild ith.:ludl..' thl..' 
C()J lstruclinn and management of the futun: ,,a11.:rworks. plus the procur1..·111e 111 o fthi: 
:-.e\\1..' rage sys1t:m. Rcprcscntativcs from the c ity and suburh'> would 111akl..' up the 
membership Pr the !Jo:ml and make it possible to linan<.:c work s that WtHild lk· beyond 
the borrowing capacity of the indi vidual s. It would al so mean that rvlclbourne ·s maj or 
\\Prh wou ld 110 longer he dependant on the whole colony for tinancl'. At lirst blush. 
11h1 :-. t ufthi.: 11wnic ipalit ics. especially the outer :-. hire s. rcfusl..'d to entertain such :1 

, isit111. and many oJ' the suburbs sho\\'ed on l) ;,i Sl'.l lll inte rest. Nl..'vcnhclcss thcrc \\'as 
somc -.uppnrt frnm inner suburbs. This matter was canvassl..'d frvm time to t iml..', bu l it 
tm,k until I 890 bl'fnrc most of !he c:ou11ci\s came on b()Jrd, and the Ciov1,:rnment 
agn.:cd In n1..· goti;1tc . 

Some or 1hl..' allS\\CfS received from the shin: :-., when invi ta tions \,1.:rc b~ul·d to thc lirsl 
conlC.:rc1h.:1:. arc i11tcn::s1ing. with 111)ne n1t.m.: so than th.it frnm lhl'. Shirl' of< i:1rJin1.:r 
(wda~ ·., \blwrn). I ,,ill not quotl..' tht.: whok lcucr. but 1hc follo,\ing i.:x1rac1s ,,ill 
give a ck;,r understanding of its posi lion. :\ ctording hl thc kttcr "rith.:n hy Shin.: 
-.;ecretary. Smith Uli s: 

J he Shire ,if ( i,irdiner 1s nlread) unrrnson:ihl) 1:1;o,ed. in lhc !orrn ol ru.1,l tolls :md m:ir\...et duL·i,. 111 
.wg111(·n1 the c(11·1"ll.1r.11c forn.b of !he Cit~ of \lclboun1c. "ithout tht· adJiti(111;1I i111r1.1sititon of being 
eumpclkd to e,mtrihutc to the cost of drainage of the City. a \\'ork in whi..:h the Shi re 11( < iarJiucr i:; in 
111, 1nal!L'T intcn.::-.tn.l ... J and is] 11f opinion 1h:1l it is m,1 Jcsirahk that th1i~c matters sh1111ld he pJ.1,.:cd 
under the c11ntrol nf:1 hnard cnnstituicJ in the manner rcC•lllHnt·ndcd by the Commith:1.: a:-.. in ,1 h,urJ 
... o ~·1•11stittucd. the suhurb:m di:--irict .... would he m;1!crially unrq,rcst·ntcJ. , ·1 he l.\rn1H.:il 111P:-.l 
emph:uicdl~ pro1e ... 1 ;1ga111:-.t the Shire nf (i .1rdirn .. ·r bd11g inclmkd wit hin th t· !imil'> ,,f iurbdictioo , iftlll' 
pr,,1,,•s~d llo.11',L ; 
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I ht: 111;1\lt:r rd'i.:rrt:d 1u by th1.: o rgani,.ing corrnniltL"C wa'i that :vlclbourn1: ,,c,uld h:l\e 
11,.._· greale:-. t number ofn:prcsi:111a1ivcs on the Board. and the re..;t. t,, ,) ur 1hn:1.: 
i.kpend i11 g 1)11 thl..'ir i..::on:-.litm:nt population. l"hc outi:r 'ihiri: :-. w ould h.:1, c on ... · 
rcp1\·, ... ·nt:11i,i: ... ·ai:h ;1ml ""-·re at'raid that 1hc: \\OUld h1.: l(m.:cd intt1 pn)\'iding :1 
,c\\l'f<1g.i: infra ..;1rui:1url.'. thi:~ Cln ild 1101 ;1fti.,rd . 

.\bn~ munkip:ili1ies \\L"rL" invited hl the lir,1 i..::o nl i.:rent c anti , 1il l 11wr ... · hl lh t: ,t"c<lnd . 

.- \ ,mall 111111tbL"r of i11,·i1L"i::-. accqHnl. hut many did 11 01: \\ ith ,111nc apologi1ing.. and 
l1 lh L" r" r1.:1"u,ing outriglll to have anything ll> Jl1 \\'ith 1he propo'la l. 0111sta11di11g among. 
the b t1L"r ,,a, thL" "hin: o f I kide lhng. "hn,;c Shir ... · Sc.:cre1:iry ..; t:11 ... ·d that ·· . . rhl' 
(.'pum:il han~ by r ... •,;;olutinn <.ktided tu u..; ... · all legal llll';tll ~ to prevent thL· I )i -.1 ri <.:t uf 
111.:idelh ... ·rg. b ... ·ing includi.:d in tht.: (iwup·· . ' But if;,ny one of 1ho:-c \\ ho rdu, ... ·d 
1hougl11 thc: would he 1.:rosscd o ff the invitation list tht:: weri.: mi :- takcn ! 

I hi.: Cit: Counci l had long hccn di.:s irous o f" purchasing lhc Yan Ycan \\'311.:r supply 
-.i..::11 ... ·mi.: from thi: (_juv1:rnmcnt ,md tbOSI.' efforts wou ld Clrnlinuc.:. 1-'or a h111 g time il~ 
:ippn,:n.: ht: :-. \\ oulJ he dismi s:-.cJ and dcridcd. but cvcnlua lly the auth(l rit1i.::-. \\011IJ hL" 
hrt111gh1 1n 1h ... - n ... ·g<1\iating tahlc . 

:\t·w works tu inncasc lhc s11p1•ly rn lc fro m lhc Ya n Yl·an to \kl ho urnt• 

\\"hl' n the Yan YL"an \\cl:- opL"ned in I 857. th ... · ~upply wa ._ brought al l th.._- \\a: hi tht.: 
( 'arlton ( iardcns in a ~ingk main . In 1865 tht.: l1rt.: s1011 l{i.:~enoir \,as h11ilt In tiltl'f 1ht.: 
\\a t ... -r and 10 :1i..::t :1..; a J i~trihutinn rL·-.c rvoi r as nwn.; suhurhs \\e1-c c11111k·,:i...·d tu lhL· 
,:,11.:111. By 1 X7). ho\,e,i.:r. ~k-!hournc h;,d gnm n to ~uc h .in L"\l..:1111li;11 i1 "ii" 
ir11pl1s~ihlt to bring enough ,,·a1l'r elm, n i:ach da: tu -.uppl) 1hi: dcmant.1 . 11 "a, 
di.:i..:idL"d to i:"llflStruct a square op..:n ho:-.. ch:mnd or :iqucdul' t. ➔ fl \\ ide b~ .l Ii 9irh lkq>. 
fr,1111 thi.: Y:111 Yean to a IHlldin g h:1sin 10 he known a-. Pipi..: I kad Re~l' rvoi r ;,t S1H1th 
.\h1ra111.!. 1111.: 1,ri!.!inal ma in tha t ran hctwi:cn Y;,111 Yi:an and Sout h .'vlL)ran!.! w:1~ lilied 
aml r...-171id from s"ou1h Morang to PrL"~ton. !'hi s aqm:ch1c l has :- inc ... · bcL"n r: nHnL"d and 
the ditch lilkd. hut a magn iliccll\ Sll'CI !hum:. carrit:d ewer the Plcnl~ Ri, ... ·r on 
bl uc-.lonc pillars. is :-. !il l L"Xlant. and hL"causc o r its hi storic.:d signilic:111..: ... -. il is li~tL"d h: 
I lcritagc Victoria. 

I ht-citi1..:11s 1,f Mdbournc had wai tl'd p~11 icntly. buoyed up hy assura111.: ... -~ 1hat lik 
\\OUld be: c;1si ... ·r ,,hL"n summL"r c;1111e. hccausL" lhl' improvcnH:nts would make \\:lier 
, hort:1gL" s a 1hing (l l° thi.: p:i s1. So you can im:1gi1k· thi: di sappnintmL"nl fdt \\hc.:n 1h..: 
Ill'\\ ,y, tl'm \\:tS com pktcd in Januar: 1876 10 find 1hat \ ldhurni:m,. nnt ,,nl~ h:id to 
.:!" on \ ulk rin ~ frnrn thL' \amc- prohkm, :i, hc.:forc.:. th.._-~ :i l,n h.id 111 i:'l'P"-' ,, it h Ill.'\' and 
1;,r , 1ri...-1cr regula tion~ gowrning \\;lll'r us.igc. I hl' .-lrgw; lamp(luni.:d th l' dcpartmL"nl 
as ti11ngkr,;; and inoH11p1:1enb. while the department h:1d no ~t:.·nsibh.-: l'Xpla11atil111 fu r 
1hi..; nc\\ foilurc ,d1ich had been ac: hicwd at a very great cn..;t. It wa ,; lail'r r ... •\'t.:akd 
th: 11 . though the Prc ..; ton Ri.:senoir was bt..:ing lil kd mud1 l~1~ll'r 1h:in bcf11rc. th;H basin. 
a, h:,d ah, ;1:~ bL"ell the case. c11uld ,rnl y ..;cnd the water into the 1.:i1: main~ al the :-, p(,:nl 

dk1:1tL"J b~ gra, ity. In 01ha \, ords. the dcpa rt 111en1 had honsled the ..;uppl: as fa r as 
l'rcs;h) ll. but nnl h ... ·1\,L·c.:11 Preston and \1i..:lboumL' . i\o doubt the \\ akr !\)I" \klhoum ... · 
had hi:i.:n diverted tn supply llC\\ ly com1L"ctcd suburbs. ii SL"t"lll " thal thL" dcpanm ... ·11 1 

had dl'l.: idcd h) :l\oid expla ining wh) 1hc long sulfrring people of iVk lbournL" had h) 
... -ndurL' sud1 a disappointment. 
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IIE IDl: l.llERCi ll !STUl{l.•IN NO.2-16 --------------

The.- \klhournc and .\1ctropolitan Boar<I uf \Vorks 

The \1~1B\\. would finall y be broug.111 inw cxi-.tcncc hy the pas~ing uLJ11 .- let 111 

,,m1·ide for the h1•lft'r local 11w1mge111l'11l of tht' ,\fctro110lis 011d}Jr !lie cn'll/1111111/ u 
.\ll'lhoume om/ .\h'tropu/11011 /Joord of ll"ork.\' in Dcccmbt..T I S90. I he ~ l} 111,.:mhl'r,. 
ha, ing been dc(.; lt.'d hy thei r indi, iJu::il !.'.rn111cil'i. met 1°(1r the lir,1 1imc ~1, a ho;11d ,,n 
IX \larch I X91. and t(K)k up their rc..;p1)11:,, ihiliti1..~s nn I J11ly 1d ' thl: -.;11111.: >l.'a r. 

Thi-. ::ichicH:mcn1 \\a~ brought abmu due 111 tht..· long aml ~u:-.1:ii111.'d cl'l i1 rt s ,11 
:-..h:lhnurnc·.., ro,\ll Clerk. Edmund Ci . Fit1<..jibhon. \\ho had \\Or"l:d cc;1 ..,,,_.k -.,!> j(,r -~-" 
) c::irs ll1 bring it abou t. and had been :,.u1.:h ~1 thorn in 1hc s ide 1..1f srn.: t.:c:-.~ in: l'rl..'mii:r ... 
th:11 he was kllO\\ll a<.; "the LcaderoflhL' Oppos itio n· . A rL",,ard for his lifi.:1ini,..· 
lkdiL"ation to the cause. Fit1.Ciihhon wa~ i:lcctcd ( ·1i,1 innan. ' 

·1 hi.: \ 1\113 \\ ''s l(nmding Liltnl..' mil :i mnment h)o Stl0 ll. l i.x. in 1890. th1: d1.:all1" 
rec.:orJL'd in ,\klbourne from 1ypht1 id l'i:vcr numbered ~umc 9. 300 pl..'opk : 1.ir alnHhl .2 0 
di..::1th'> per I 1100 ot 1hc pupu laliun. I hi.:, n.:prcsemed llHJ1\: than d(luhk th1.: r.11i..: li ir 

1 XXO. ' But though rclicr\\,1, lhH\' in s igh t. the llL\\ sc\\cragc S)!) tcrn \\11uld 11111 h1.· 
in!>lallcd any time :-.oon. \\ ith the lir.:,1 hou :-.L' 1w t hi:ing l..' OllllL'Ctcd to till.' ... cwc:r main 
until Augu!->t 1897 .'' It was just in time to ;.IIIO\\ fv1dhournc to he cho:-icn as the:. 
1c111pnr;1r~. Capital of :\u <.traliil . 

Till' lirst 24 

lniliall~. 2--l municipalitic.., made up th1.: :Vl :VIH\V. Odd man l)Ut in thi, gr1H1p \\,1 -., thr.: 
~hirr.: 11f I kidclbi.: rg. It had :-.luck to ii:-. reso lve: of 18 7 ➔. \,hid) \,as rcit1.:r:1ti.:d in 1 X7l1. 

"to ust.: a ll legal m1.:ans to pri.: vc l\l th1.: di:-.trit.:l (1 1' I kidr,:lh1.:r~ bl·in,:! inclutk·d in 1h1..· 
group'· . In an~ case. 1 lcicli..-lbi.:rg had not atti.:ndt.:d (.'.Onfon.:nt.:cs or cnt(.'.rc.:d into dd1ah.: 

ront.:crning lh(.'. propost.:d Ho.1n..l. wi th c.:vi.:n Fit:\Gibhon seeming to hmr.: clrop1K·d i1 
from his caku lations. >Jcwrthelcss. it appr.:ars as a mcmht.:r at 1111..: 18') I i11cq1tilm ,, !° 
thc.: M\ilB\\'. 1 find 1his an im:rc.:dihh: s iluation. considc.:ring that al l lht.: 011!1.:r 
municip,1litii:s had "st.:1..·11 thi: light'' and joined o f their own fret.: wi ll. I laving ~aid 1ha1. 
Sl)lllc:bu<ly will probab ly produce a docmlll'l\l shm, ing its \\ ish to IK· rc:pre..,t.:nti..·d. 

l . . 111srmla~1w1 1ul.;Jt l6.\11gu~1 1!-S-1J p.1 J(, 
2. !'RO\ ' \ ' l'RS 3 IXI; I 'ni l 61~; I ilc 11,1. 7,1 174 l 
.i .\ ;1ri11u-; t'ik~ in /'IHI\', \ ' 1'1{-.; 3 1XL llnit 61:? \ l i\ lB\\ 11<~5-SI 

-l l11n~ l>in~lc .m,! I kkn lb~nw-.-.r.:n. I aol C1m11t'OH1111 \ldhm,mc ,md a, Noa1,l or II ,,rh I \ ')/. 
l•J•Jf \lr.:lbuurnr.:. \klb11urn..: .md \k1n1pulit,11111,•.trd 111 \\ ,,r!-,. 19111. p. 17 
5. ,btdp.3 1) 

<,. 1h1tlp 69 

The t.:o nti nua1ion of( iraemc Speers · talk on hi -. r1.:scarchcs in the ritli.:s 011i .:r.: mu ... 1 
una\'nidahly be kl'! nver to the nc.: xt / hsrorit111. 
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