‘A Bunch of Hoodlums’: Some Memories from Jack Wilmott and Leo Ramsdale 
of the Kyneton Botanic Gardens

Both Jack and Leo remember spending a great deal of time down at the Botanic Gardens and along the river.  Below are some of their memories and the things they got up to:

Bird-watching: rosellas, kingfishers, robins

Other wildlife: snakes, possums, rabbits, platypus

Playing hide and seek and cowboys and Indians especially in the Fern Garden which was overgrown, “like a jungle”.  Leo described it as a ‘refuge’ where you could really escape from everyone.   There was a rudimentary slide in the fern garden by the Mollison Street bridge.  A team of bullocks was eventually brought from Lauriston to drag all the trees away that formed ‘the jungle’.
 
Eating pine nuts from the pine trees

Acorn fights

They also sold acorns as pig fodder

Paper chases all the way along the river to Carlsrue 

Old match races – they would pick up old matches and put them in the gutters when the water was flowing and chase them down to the river.

Train-spotting at the Gardens – men would sit with their notebooks and their pack lunch waiting for trains to come into the station: goods trains, wheat trains, steam trains and about three steam trains a day.

There was some playground equipment near the Caravan Park – a swing, slide and a whirly gig.

There was a kiosk at the Caravan Park which sold lollies and had tourist information.

There was an old brown Melbourne tram positioned in the Gardens at one point (early 1900s) which you could climb inside and out.  Possibly where the pig shed is but Jack and Leo weren’t sure.

School picnics in the Gardens – children would walk down in crocodile fashion with their pannikin cup.


Music/concerts – people would follow the band along Mollison Street to the bandstand at the Gardens


There was a fish pond by the Gardeners’ Cottage which had carp in.  It was surrounded by bamboo.

Tiger Leeches – caught them in their hand and sold them for a penny each to the Kyneton Hospital.   The water couldn’t be too deep; the area by the Scout Hall was a good leech hole.

Fishing for yabbies – meat was used as bait on a piece of string.  They would often light a fire by the ‘danger hole’ and cook up the yabbies.  The danger hole, which was an area of the river which was deeper, was up by the Mollison Street bridge where there was a rope hanging down.

They collected mudeye (final larvae stage of the dragonfly) for bait.

They also used to dig for worms which they would sell to anglers for 6 pence a tin (old treacle tins).

Also caught golden carp and shrimp to use as bait.

The types of fish caught include perch, trout, tench (not so nice) and black fish which came on the bite at sundown.

Trout hatchery with the Botanic Gardens – a special building set up to breed trout.  Kyneton Angling club ran it and put the trout into the river.


Swaggies – during the 1930s/1940s Leo and Jack remember the area under the Mollison Bridge being one of the places that swagmen would camp (the other was a hut up near the racecourse).  Sometimes there would be dozens of them.  Men would pass through on their way to Daylesford and Trentham where there was more chance of picking up agricultural work (e.g. potato farming at Trentham).  Jack remembers swaggies knocking at his parents’ farm for work.  They’d be given food and board in return for some menial tasks.  The swagmen weren’t associated with any crime or violence. Kyneton men also went off with their swag in search of work during The Depression.


Jack used to get frightened by Mr McGrath who used to hang out at the Botanic Gardens waiting to scare people.  Jack couldn’t afford lights for his bike and the police were strict about driving in town without any.  They didn’t mind once you were outside town so he would park at the station and walk down.  The street lights went out at midnight and Jack was walking back to his bike in the early hours of the morning and Mr Grath would jump out wearing a white sheet!

There were about eight balls a year after which couples would head down to the Gardens for some courting.  The police didn’t bother anyone.


The Council tip was by the Mollison Street Bridge.

When the swimming pool was built (1958) people would go across the road to picnic in the Gardens.

Cattle and sheep came into town by train and the livestock were walked via Langley Street and New Street to Market Street and the Saleyards.  Leo was a drover’s boy.



After the introduction of the Caravan Park in 1959 the Botanic Gardens started to change and people started to go there less and less. 
