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Living in stone
This house fi rst featured in TOB 12 Jul–Oct 1984 ‘Building with stone.’ 

Trevor Collins describes the experience of buying and living in such a unique place, 
adapting it for a young toddler and why it is reluctantly for sale.

After growing up in a conventional 
home in a suburb of Bendigo in Central 
Victoria and then living in Melbourne for 
20 years, it was an easy decision to buy 
this beautiful home and move back to 
Central Victoria. Convincing my partner 
Lesley, a native of Indiana, USA, to move 
to a stone house, with no town water, 
sewerage or electricity, not to mention 
nursing a two-month-old baby boy 
was a little harder, but she gave it a go. 
Did I forget to mention the toilet was a 
composting toilet, down the stairs and 
external to the house?

Cappers Gully Track
With a day job as an engineer-cum-

project manager, I pre-arranged a planned 
day of fi ve house inspections on one 
Saturday with all properties situated 
around the outskirts of Castlemaine. 
While a native of Bendigo, and with a 
yearning to move back closer to home, a 
job opportunity in Castlemaine provided 
an alternative to explore the possibility 
of living in the area with only a 30 
minute commute to family in Bendigo – 
grandmother and auntie on hand to help 
a new mum.

Each inspection proved to be an eye 
opener, highlighting the diversity of 
different building types on the outskirts 
of Castlemaine, not to the mention the 
uniqueness of properties compared to those 
typically encountered closer to Bendigo.

We actually loved all fi ve homes and 
could not have made a bad choice with 
any. All included unique building features 
from mud brick to slate to recycled 

timbers and all with some land and form 
of sustainable living. It is interesting what 
you don’t notice growing up as a young 
lad in a larger neighbouring town, but 
with age comes maturity and a change in 
interests and observations.

Cappers Gully Track, Barkers Creek, 
however, had a different story to tell 
and while situated in the bush with a 
perception of remoteness, it was only 
fi ve minutes drive to the centre of town 
yet evoked an intimacy that a family 
with a two-month-old baby yearned. We 
inspected the property on the Saturday, 
revisited the property on the Sunday and 
purchased it all within two days.

Changes over the years
The appearance of the house 

had changed little since the original 
80s article in TOB and remained in 
remarkable condition, testament to the 
artistry of the original owner builder 
Bruce Davidson. The second owners, who 
sold the property to us, did make some 
changes to improve services and comfort 
at the property including a signifi cant 
investment in a solar power upgrade 
(new panels, batteries, dual fuel gas and 
ULP generator and full inverter system), 
electrical wiring upgrade, solar hot water 
addition and replaced the gas refrigerator 
with a low powered electrical model. The 
basics of wood heating and the external 
composting toilet remained the same.

Child proofi ng
Other changes undertaken by the 

previous owners included the addition 
of a mud brick studio, relocated shed 
and conversion of many garden areas 
to succulents. All in all, little else was 
required to make us comfortable, with 

BY TREVOR COLLINS

Read the original story that appeared 
in TOB 12! We’ve reprinted it at the end 
of Trevor’s article as we thought readers 
might fi nd the context and story of the 
original build of interest.
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1. The original house is fairly much unchanged in appearance from 
when it was fi rst built.

2. Kitchen area including one of many leadlight doors and windows 
in the house.

3. Slate fl oors throughout complement the timber posts and beams 
internally. The original wood heater forms the centrepiece of the 
living and dining area.

4. The views from the upper fl oor balcony are stunning.
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5. Spacious upstairs bedroom.
6. Two antique windows fl ank the front door.
7. The drystone wall near the house was 

repaired after collapse due to heavy rain.
8. Detail of the side of the house.
9. Former child playpen is now an outdoor 

sitting area.
10. Perfect viewing spot for little people!
11. External stonework with arched windows.
12. Typical outdoor slate paving
13. Roof mounted smokehouse from heater.
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time. This activity primarily focused 
on garden maintenance; less so with 
the succulents but more so with hand 
weeding the steady invasion of weeds 
from neighbouring crown land.

Fire prevention was top of mind 
following the Black Saturday bushfi res 
with the location of our property, not 
to mention a young family at home. 
Introduction of a community telephone 
tree (see details at end), an undertaking to 
reduce the fuel load around our property 
and a well maintained fi re pump and roof 
sprinkler system greatly reduced any risk. 
Until we were well prepared, our fi re plan 
on Code Red days meant a trip the night 
before to Grandma’s place.

While daunting to some, living at 
this type of property was relatively 
easy. The basics of good maintenance 
and common sense are all that is really 
needed. The solar system was less than 
12 months old and the inverter was set 
up to start the generator based on a set 
of pre-programmed rules. For example; 
start when percentage of battery charge 
falls below a specifi c level or start during 
periods of high current draw.

The only care required included 
monthly battery maintenance by myself, 
generator oil change after so many 
running hours and the occasional change 
over of bottled gas for the generator, with 
the last activity handled by the friendly 
and local gas bottle supplier. Throughout 

summer, the generator typically only 
operated once or twice a month and 
usually only for an equalise charge. Wet 
and dark winters prompted increased 
gas usage but a replacement gas bottle 
system meant we had power even when 
the town had a blackout!

Heating was via the effi cient and 
effective feature fi replace as detailed 
in TOB 12 and all fi rewood was sourced 
through selected and approved tree 
removal as part of improving fi re safety 
at the property. Cutting and splitting 
fi rewood became a much loved activity, 
offsetting the mental requirements of my 
day job.

Besides the generator, there was a 
second source of gas for cooking and 
boosting the solar water system with 
little use in summer but increased 
changeovers in winter. An early lesson 
with a half cooked lamb roast meant we 
only ever left one gas bottle open to the 
oven and manually switched over the 
spare bottle when the fi rst bottle ran out.

After living during water restrictions 
in Melbourne, good habits boded well for 
bush living and we never ran out of water 
during our time at the property even 
with the large demands for washing that 
accompany a baby turning into a toddler.

That toilet
Last but not least, the composting 

toilet. The toilet was contained within 
a separate building joined by a covered 
walkway from the back door. This 
building comprised a laundry and toilet, 

the exception of child proofi ng. Our 
son Charley has now grown into a very 
resilient and happy three-year-old, albeit 
surviving many falls onto hard slate both 
in and around the home. The bottom 
storey of the home was slated as were all 
the surrounding courtyards. A period of 
use with foam tiles softened the blows as 
Charley learnt to stand and walk.

One of the property features included 
a full timber counter-weighted staircase 
that retracted into the ceiling of the fi rst 
fl oor but only had a balustrade on one 
side. When we were downstairs, we could 
raise the staircase up preventing climbing 
and falls; however when we were 
upstairs, there was no obvious solution.

The challenge in owning a unique 
owner builder property is making changes 
that fi t with the original appearance of 
the home. In this case, matching timber 
and fi nishes to add a landing at the top 
of the staircase complete with timber 
balustrade and gate that arched open 
through 180 degrees was a challenge. 
Only re-reading the original article in this 
magazine confi rmed the make-up of the 
original fi nish used on the timber – too 
late!

New fences
Similarly, the courtyard led to garden 

boxes made from slate and the top of 3 
metre high dry stone walls over 50 metres 
in length, all within the capability of an 
adventurous toddler. Adjacent to our 
courtyard was free access to a neighbour’s 
dam. To counteract these risks, we 
commissioned a fence to create a play 
area and fence off the offending dam.

The challenge this time was to select 
a fence that was effective but could fi t in 
with the aesthetics of the home. In this 
case, a black powder coated steel fence 
with custom designed panels and gate 
where it adjoined the slate wall of the 
home achieved the desired result. By this 
time, however, our son was trusted not 
to venture further than the top of the 
garden boxes rather than the top of the 
walls and the play area became a sitting 
area for the adults.

Maintenance
With work commitments and 

sleepless nights with a young son, 
attention at our new home quickly 
turned to maintenance during any spare 

Small mud brick studio and adjacent sheds 
increase work space and play space.
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workshop with views and underneath 
the long drop, an adjoining wine cellar 
and covered area for the generator and 
battery set. The walkway was protected 
by a retaining wall to the backyard and 
was relatively warm and sheltered even 
at 4am in the morning if you so wished to 
make the dash.

The alternative name for the alleyway 
to the toilet was the back passage, which 
I was fond of but my partner less so! The 
trip down the stairs and out the back was 
less appealing to me so the local second-
hand store, The Restorers Barn, provided 
a pre-loved bed pan that was returned to 
service on the balcony adjoining our fi rst 
storey bedroom while my partner risked 
the venture outside.

Returning to important details, Bruce 
built the composting toilet around 40 
years ago before they became popular 
and while the design could be improved 
(drain line, forced air extraction etc.), the 
function is simple and only requires the 
addition of sawdust (free to collect from 
the local joinery located on the road to 
town). Cleaning was a two to three yearly 
event with a shovel via a hatch at the 
bottom of the long drop and relatively 
odour free. Testament to the simplicity 
and effectiveness of the design, the second 

owner of the home complained within six 
months of selling the home to us how he 
missed the composting toilet, especially 
when he unfortunately fell into his 
problematic septic after the cover broke.

The home and property functioned 
very well for bush living. We had two 
and a half years of intimate living with 
our young son during a time we will 
never forget. In this sense, intimate does 
not mean small (as Bruce mentioned in 
the 80s article, the home was around 
158m2 and expanded further before Bruce 
completed his work), instead you felt 
close to the home and its warmth.

Why we are selling
Our intention was to fi nd a home to 

stay in for two to three years until my 
contract ended at work and to see if we 
could fi nd jobs and stay in the bush. 
We could, so we sold our fi rst home in 
Melbourne and purchased another home 
closer to Castlemaine on more land. 
Our new home is larger, more suited 
to an expanding family (literally, now 
expecting our second child) and located 
on a gentler sloped block for our young 
boy to roam and ride, away from the open 
mine shafts and slate cuttings close to 
our much loved slate home. So reluctantly 
we have placed our Cappers Gully Track 
home on the market.

Our friends and family point out, 
however, that our new home is not unlike 
our old; the slate walls have been replaced 
with mud brick, the render is still there 

Left from top: One of several carved posts 
in the house; the cantilevered staircase can 
be raised to increase space at the lower level 
then lowered when upstairs access is needed.
Above: Fencing for child safety.
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" Cappers Gully Track Blog
Photos and past articles about this unique 
property.

cappersgullytrack.wordpress.com

" realestate.com.au
Property No=110749053, Barkers Creek Vic 3451.

Waller Realty, 03 5470 5811,
www.wallerrealty.com.au

inside as is the slate fl oors, we still have 
stained glass and leadlight windows 
but sadly fewer (although the standard 
windows are double glazed), some of our 
internal timber beams are even larger 
than at Cappers Gully and we still have 
wood heating even if the fi replace is not 
as special. The main difference is that 
our new house was not built by Bruce 
Davidson and there are fewer stories to 
tell, for now. "

Links & resources
" Telephone trees
In its simplest form a phone tree may be a 
list of phone numbers of members in the 
community, to provide early warning of a fi re.

www.cfs.sa.gov.au, search for 
‘Community Telephone Trees’

" Reprint of TOB #12 article
See next page for a reprint of the article 
about Bruce Davidson’s original build. The 
whole issue is available on the TOB 1–25 CD.
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