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News from the Ballarat Tramway Museum

Trams and Lake Wendouree

An enduring feature of Wendouree Parade is its trams. Tram No. 14 waits to cross
with No. 30 at the Depot Loop on the north side of the lake on 22 May 1971. On
page seven No 14 is seen this year half a kilometre further along Wendouree Parade.
The greatest change is the view of an empty lake. In this issue of Fares Please our
historian, Alan Bradley, tells us about the history of Lake Wendouree.

Photo: BTM collection (From the collection of N. J. Simons)

Ballarat Trams are Ballarat History
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Left: School visit.

Former school teacher Roger Salen
enjoys the company of students from
Surrey Hills Primary School during
their visit on Wednesday 9 September
2009.

Photo: BTM collection

Right:
No. 32 in “Santa tram”
decoration on the north side of
the lake near Dowling St. in
1967. Unfortunately, in colour
the image has developed a very
pink tone.

Photo:  BTM collection (From 1 8 coeciar B
the collection of N. J. Simons) - - HTIA

Left: Visit by Norm Maddock

Currently the curator of the Malvern tramway museum
and formerly Assistant Secretary of the Victorian
Branch of the Tramways Union, Norm Maddock visited
on Tuesday 6 October 2009.

Before becoming a full time union official, Norm drove
one of the suction trucks which, in conjunction with the
scrubber trams, were used to keep the tracks clean in
Melbourne.

Norm gave the Museum a folder containing some very
interesting information. Some of the documents relate
to the attempts by the SEC to close the provincial
tramways in the early 1960s.

Photo: BTM collection
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The Gardens and
Lake Wendouree

Recent good rain with the assistance of
recycled water which started flowing in
August have seen Lake Wendouree change
from a paddock to something resembling a
lake in a matter of months.

The Lake is considered a key icon of
Ballarat and in the press release at the time
the recycled water was turned on, the
Mayor of Ballarat, Judy Verlin said
“Ballarat can get back to being a garden
city again”.

Our surrounding environment is constantly
changing. The on-going drought has seen
many of the trees around the depot area
and along Wendouree Parade removed or
severely trimmed.

Many trees in the Gardens and in the
Ballarat area are suffering. Ballarat City
Council has been planting many new trees
including avenues and clusters to the south
of the depot. Species more appropriate to
dry conditions have been chosen.

Investment in the precinct has been
considerable. The City of Ballarat
Magazine reports that the Lake Blitz
project is nearing completion. $1.3 million
has been spent enhancing the facilities at
the lake, particularly at View Point, the
Yacht Club, Windmill Drive, Fairyland,
Swan Pool and Durham Point.

Funding has been sourced from Council,
the State and Federal Governments, the
Tattersalls Foundation and the local
community.

The Ballarat Tramway Museum has made a
small contribution to the project.

Fire Damages
Maldon Station

In a serious setback to the Victorian
Goldfields Railway, a fire broke out in the
historic Maldon Station building in the
dying hours of Tuesday 20™ October. The
fire appears to have started in the room on
the west end of the building used as the
catering kitchen. Damage to this room was
major with a total loss of the ceiling and
roof.

The fire progressed to the Booking Office
immediately to the east, again with major
damage to the roof. Although damage to
the room was extensive, a number of
important items were recovered, including
the railway safeworking equipment and
ticket tube cabinet.

The fire travelled through the roof space to
the roof timbers above the entrance hall
and on to the area above the waiting room
and the east most room used as the sales
and souvenir room. Although the roof
damage is extensive, fire damage is
minimal to the interior of these rooms.
Damage has been estimated at $300,000.
Fortunately, trains are still operating.

(From: www.vgr.com.au )

This is the third Victorian heritage railway
this year to suffer extensive and costly
damage due to fire. Operations at the
Daylesford Spa Country Railway still
remain severely limited until funding can
be found to replace almost two kilometres
of track.

This latest fire helps to increase the resolve
of the Museum to continue to seek funding
for the installation of a sprinkler system at
the Depot.
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The Lake By Alan Bradley

Lake Wendouree can be seen from all
sections of the Museum’s operating line.
However during the last five years or so
the lake has been dry more often than it has
been full. The beautiful view from the St
Aidan's Drive terminus across the lake
towards the city and Mt. Warrenheip has
too often showed a stretch of dry lake and
weed.

My own childhood memories are of a lake
that was sometimes low during a drought,
but never dry. There was swimming in the
lake, leeches, and the rotting piles of lake
weed on the shore after the weed cutter had
been busy. There was the annual “lap of
the lake” at High School. During football
playing days the traditional pre-season
training always involved laps of the lake.
After a bad loss on the weekend the coach
often ordered a lap of the lake (sometimes
two) on a cold winter night, with the wind
howling across the water.

If you think that a dry Lake Wendouree is
only a product of recent global warming,
read on.

Early history

In ancient times Lake Wendouree was
originally a stream which flowed to the
west, but a lava flow caused it to be
dammed on three sides. The lake now
drains to the east via Gnarr Creek,
eventually into the Yarrowee River.

Europeans first settled in the Ballarat area
during the late 1830s. Thomas Yuille built
a homestead next to Lake Wendouree, near
the City Oval. For some years afterwards
the lake was known as Yuille’s Swamp.

The name Wendouree comes from the
aboriginal word ‘wendaaree’ which means
‘go away’. A story is told that when
William Yuille asked an aboriginal woman
the name of the swamp, that was her reply.
Bullock teams travelling through to
Geelong camped beside the lake. From
about 1839 to 1842 there was a drought
throughout Victoria and southern NSW.
The three large lakes in the Ballarat area
(Lakes Wendouree, Burrumbeet and
Learmonth) were all dry for much of that
time.

The 1851 gold rushes brought large
numbers of men from all parts of the
world. When Ballarat was first surveyed in
1851 by WS Urquhart the swamp was
recorded as “Wendouree” and the
misunderstood name became official. The
water from the lake was soon in demand as
a drinking supply. In 1858 a pipe was laid
underground from the Rockery to the
Water Works in Sturt Street opposite the
Town Hall. From the standpipe carters
filled their wagons with lake water and
sold it on the goldfields down on the flat.
The lake served as Ballarat’s water supply
until 1864 when the first dam was
completed. Water from the Gong Gong
reservoir could be used if needed to top up
the lake level.

The lake in the early 1860s was still a
swamp, as apart from ten metres of clear
water around the edge it was completely
covered by reeds. In 1864 a course was
cleared through the reeds to allow rowing
races, yachts and paddle steamers. But the
water receded during a drought, and the
sailors and rowers were left with a large
mud patch. From 1867 onwards prisoners
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from the Ballarat Jail worked on various
improvements, such as clearing a pathway
and planting trees and a hedge on the
foreshore.

In the drought year of 1869 the lake bed
was completely dry. The convicts burnt
off the reeds and built a causeway for
pedestrians and horse-drawn vehicles right
across the lake from Macarthur Street on
the eastern shore to the Gardens. The
northern section was a wildlife reserve and
the southern section was for water sports.
But when the rains came again the
embankment disintegrated.

With the lake filling again the rowing,
yachts and paddle steamers returned during
the 1870s. Fish were hatched and released
into the lake. The Botanic Gardens on the
western side of the lake were developed
and became a tourist attraction, and during
the summer holidays paddle steamer trips
from View Point to the Gardens became
popular.

Local historian W.B. Withers wrote: “Lake
Wendouree, the modern name of Yuille’s
Swamp, very truly indicates by its name
the transformation which has come over
that scene of one time alternate swamp and
mud or dust hollow. By conserving the
water and pouring in additions from catch
water drains and overflow from the forest
reservoirs, a permanent lake has been
created, which has for some years now
been the great home of aquatic sports and
pleasure taking”. "

Following drought the lake was either very
low or completely dry during 1898-99,
1902, 1916 and 1945. Among the ideas
considered was the pumping of water from

the lower levels of various gold mines in
Ballarat.

The lake and trams

Ballarat’s horse tram system was opened in
December 1887. The depot was built on
the north side of the lake, and the line from
the city to the Gardens was built first.
There were few houses in Sturt Street West
and Wendouree Parade then. It must have
been considered more important to provide
a reliable means of transport to the lake
and Botanic Gardens during holiday
periods than to provide a service to the
suburbs where people lived.

While the trams around the lake were full
during the summer, they were mainly
empty during winter.  Arthur Walker
recalled the conditions during the horse
tram era: “Wendouree Parade, where I
lived, was anything but an inviting
residential area. The lake, an eerie place
by night, flanked as it was by a high
unkempt hedge on one hand, and more
paddocks and empty blocks than houses on
the other, and the flickering gas lamps at
long intervals did nothing to lessen the
gloom”. *

During holiday periods the horse trams did
not cope well with the crowds, as the trams
were overloaded and the horses struggled
to pull them. Electric trams ran to the lake
and Gardens from August 1905. They
could run faster and cope with the loads
better than the horse trams. As few people
had cars, a ride on an open car, sometimes
with a horse tram trailer, was a popular
pastime in fine weather. A consequence of
the higher speeds of the electric trams was
that accidents occurred as visibility was
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No 14 sits alongside a dry lake on 1% August 2009.

and 1983, when the lake level was low.
However these were usually followed the
next year by good rainfall.

This all changed this century as rainfall
declined.  Ballarat’s long-term average
rainfall was 695 mm per annum, but from
2000 to 2008 the average was 550 mm.
The 2006 rainfall was the lowest on record.
The lake has been dry during each of the
last three summers. On 10 June 2008 the
“Herald Sun” commented dryly: “Its name
is Aboriginal for "go away" and that is
what the water in Ballarat's Lake
Wendouree has done”. Once there was
even the unusual spectacle of a fire on the
dry lakebed.

A visit to the Gardens during January
2009, a few weeks before the tragic
Victorian bushfires, presented the dismal
spectacle of an empty lake, dry brown
grass on the foreshore, and billowing dust.
However good winter rain during
September has increased the water level so
that it once more looks like a lake.

Photo: BTM Collection

The Lake Wendouree recycling supply was
commissioned during August 2009. This
uses storm water and Class A recycled
water as alternatives to water from
Ballarat's reservoirs to maintain the water
levels in Lake Wendouree year round.
Estimates for a return to a completely full
lake depend on the rainfall. A return to the
long-term rainfall average would see the
lake completely full by the winter of 2012,
but if the recent rainfall average continues
it would be completely full by the winter of
2014.

Hopefully the lake will fill again in the
next few years and return the unique lake
and Gardens environment to its former

glory.

1. W.B. Withers, “The history of Ballarat”, p. 254
2. Arthur Walker, “Trams did something for
Ballarat” in “Ballarat Courier”
12 September 1970
3. “Ballarat Courier” 4 January 1921




