The Cornthwaites and Moncurs in Thorpdale
By Bill Brown
William (Will) and Hannah (nee Moffat) Cornthwaite (my mother knew Hannah as Aunty Annie) selected 300 acres of land on McDonald’s Track in 1876. Their first child, William Moffat (my grandfather), was born at Thorpdale in 1884. Five more children followed, John, Isabela, Alma, Mary and George.[image: ] The land was covered in Mountain Ash and Will and Annie had the tallest tree in the world on their property at 114.3m. But in order to retain the property they had to clear it, fence it and use it. So sad that that tree and many others were felled.
Bill grew up in Thorpdale. He is standing in front of his father Will in this photo. His paternal grandmother Jane (Wiseman) has his oldest sister Isabella on her lap. His brother John is the rightmost figure. 
[image: ]I got to know Isabella quite well in the 1960’s and 70’s. Note Will’s bulging muscles. He cut down many trees. The house in the background was burnt down in the fires of 1898. Its replacement, known as Alma, is shown below. It was on the site of the monument to the ‘World’s Tallest Tree’ but was also burnt down in more recent years. It was an important family home over many years. Bill and his brothers and sisters attended the Thorpdale South school which no longer exists.
[image: ]Bill, then, grew up on the farm, which would have had sheep and cows (both beef and milking) and all the other animals common on the farms of the day, as well as many crops, fruit trees etc. Horses were important and Bill would have learnt to ride well and use horses on the farm.Almaa

Bill married my maternal grandmother, Edith Anderson Moncur (Edie) on 13.2.1907. They were the first to be married in St Mark’s Church of England in Thorpdale.  I remember her well. She was at my wedding in 1962. She was the only daughter of the Thorpdale schoolmaster Alexander Moncur. She had five step brothers. Her mother had died while pregnant with her second child. Will and Annie gave 100 acres of their 300 to Bill and Edie on their marriage. They built a house which they called Glen Annie (it stands today) and they set about farming the property. They had four children, Margery Laura (my mother), Edith Margaret (her identical twin, known as Pearlie), William Alexander (the same first two given names as mine) and Leslie Moffat.Glen Annie

[image: ][image: ]Bill enlisted in the AIF on 22.2.1916. We don’t know why he volunteered for service. In his application he stated he had 11 years of experience with the Light Horse. We have other evidence of his involvement in the Light Horse. Perhaps he felt that by this stage the war was not going well for the allies and they needed his help. But it seems crazy that a man of almost 32 years of age with a farm, a wife and four children to support should volunteer. He then must have undergone training somewhere in Victoria (Broadmeadows or Seymour?) because he did not embark for overseas until 25.9.1916. We assume this photo of him was taken during or at the end of his training in Victoria. Note that he had been promoted to Sergeant.Bill Cornthwaite
Edith Moncur

Was he able to see his family during these training months? Did he have periods of leave? Did he travel to Thorpdale or did his family travel to Melbourne or his campsite? He sailed on the Shropshire. Did his family farewell him in Port Melbourne or in Thorpdale?
He disembarked in Plymouth on 11.11.1916. What was it like for him to land in the ‘Home Country’? He had never travelled outside Australia before. Even his parents were born in Australia. It was his grandparents who had emigrated from England. He joined the 15th Training Battalion at Hurdcott on Salisbury Plain in Wiltshire on 21.11.1916. On joining the 15th he reverted to the ranks (became a Private). After training he sailed on the Invicta on 8.2.1917 from Folkestone and landed at Etaples in France on 9.2.1917. He joined the 58th Battalion in the field on 14.2.1917. He lasted for almost two years and took part in many significant battles. He was killed in action on 29th September 1918, within little more than a month before the war ended.
During and after the war the Australian Red Cross asked survivor-witnesses to record how men died. These records are held in the Australian War Memorial. Our son Michael was able to obtain copies of seven such records. Six of them say the cause of death was exploding artillery fire, one saying it was by machine gun fire. We’ll take it that the former is the case. One of the records reads as follows:
58th Btn.							CORNTHWATE, W.M.
							Cpl. No. 2563
Kld. in act. 29.9.18
“I knew casualty. He was a short man, well built, about 30 years of age, known as Bill. Casualty was gas N.C.O. for D Company. He had just got into the front line trench at Bellicourt when a whizz bang exploded in the trench killing casualty instantly. I was 50 yards away at the time the whizz bang exploded, and I saw casualty’s body immediately afterwards. I do not know where he was buried.”
Informant:- 	W.J.Bell,
							No. 4752
Private address
	“Warrum Yea”
Na Na Goon,
Victoria

[image: ]Bill is buried at the Bellicourt British Cemetery, France, Plot 1, Row D, Grave 1. My wife and I visited the grave in 1963 and took a 35mm slide. Unfortunately I gave the slide to Bill’s widow, my grandmother. She died in 1965 and the slide disappeared with her.
However, our son Michael and his wife Claire visited the grave in 1999. Here is the photo they took. Claire is the only person visible in the photo, but my grandfather Bill lies underground and my grandson Lachlan lies in Claire’s womb. I treasure this photo greatly.
My mother said I was like her father – short, stocky and strong. (I’m not strong – I was never a farmer.) Still, I feel close to him, even though he died 20 years before I was born.
But let’s go back to the Moncurs. Alexander became the Thorpdale schoolteacher in 1901. In those days the only schoolroom was attached to the teacher’s residence and my mother and her siblings started school there under their grandfather. When the current primary school was built Alexander was able to purchase the property from the Education Department and it remained in Moncur hands for many years. The following photo may have been taken in the grounds of that house.
[image: A group of people posing for a photo

Description automatically generated]
It shows Alexander Moncur with his second wife, Margaret Anne Snow, his only daughter Edie (my grandmother) and her five stepbrothers, Bill, Frank, Perc, Bert and Les (not in the order in which they appear.)
At least two of the brothers joined up in the first war and fought in France and survived. The oldest, Bill (William Anderson), an uncle of my mothers, led a long and illustrious life in Thorpdale. He is often mentioned in other histories of the area. He married Laura Dorothea Savige on 10.10.1918. (I wonder if the date is right.) He became a schoolteacher like his father and taught at various schools, including Thorpdale. He was elected to the Victorian Legislative Assembly and served there from 1928 to 1939. He was the Country Party member for Walhalla. During the second war as an Army Captain he commanded the Tatura POW camp. He was President of the Narracan Shire Council in 1944 and 45. He lived in the old schoolhouse for most of his life. He died in 1981 at the age of 87.
Of the other brothers, Frank went off to New Zealand (to become a politician in the Labour Party!), Perc went to PNG, Bert died of TB after the Second War and Les was killed in action during the Second War.


Prepared by Bill (William Alexander) Brown.
I have Cornthwaite and Moncur blood in my veins!
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