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0 WNER BUILDER 
INTERVIEW 

BUILDING IN STONE 
Bruce Davidsons sixty metre long drive begins at the bottom of a steep slope. The roadis enclosed on eitherside 

by a metre high stone wall which follows the curves asgracefullyas the stone garden wallsof ruralEngland. You stop 
in a wide flat parking area and there, above a massive stone retaining wall, is one of the most chraming and 
beautifully finished stone houses in the Castlemaine district. 

The house is fascinating and so is Bruce's story of acquiring the land under an old colonial land settlement act. 

Bruce Davidson 

"I n 1860 an act was passed 
which said that every 
Australian had the right to a 

building block. A person could 
apply for a block and generally he 
would be given about .4 hectare (1 
acre). Depending on the country, it 
could be less. 

The conditions of the lease in 
1860 were these. 

The cost was about Â£ per year. 
You had to fence the property 

within 6 months. 
You had to build a habitable 

dwelling with a minimum value of 
Â£50 

You had to be in residence within 
one year. 

After 3 years in residence you 
could apply for deeds and titles. 

It was called a Residents Area 

Brace's house from the parking area. 
The balcony/verandah has a view for 
miles up the valley and beds built in 
under shelter for summer sleeping. 



Licence, and a friend pointed out 
one day that you could still apply for 
one. Even the forms were the same 
-they'd simply blocked out Â£5 as 
the value of the building, and 
inserted $1 00. 

Originally I applied for a piece of 
land further down, where there had 
been an old house until 1955. 
Much of the old garden was there 
and it wasvery pretty, but the Lands 
Department, who administer this 
scheme, refused, saying there was 
a water easement through the 
property. 

l appealed against their decision 
and it took them a year to tell me l 
couldn't have it. Then they sent 
someone up to survey out three 
blocks here. Two other friends 
applied and we got one each. 

l fully expected to get this .3 ha. 
acre) for about $50 but they 

charged me $300 in the end. The 
good thing is that I can pay it off at 
$1 5 a yearfor20 years interest free 
or pay the balance owing at any 
time and obtain my title. 

Recently the act was changed. 
They called it a section 138 and at 
the same time they tookaway some 
of our rights that date back to the 
Eureka Stockade. 

Now, I believe, it's been scrapped 
altogether, which is a great pity. 

Before moving here I'd lived at 
Dunmoochin where I'd worked as a 
potter, and I'd also built a few 
different places there. 

At one stage I wasgoing to build a 
large two storied bluestone house 
and I'd put thewordout through the 
wreckers that I wanted a large 
stained glass window 5.5 metres 
high and 3 metres wide, to go at the 
end of the building. 

One day this chap rang up and 
said, "I've got your window - come 
and have a look." 

l went to this old mansion he was 
wrecking and there was an 
amazing collection of stained glass 
windows and doors. I bought 9 or 
10 big windowsfor$250 that would 
make up the space I wanted. They 
had wooden frames and I took them 
out myself. 

They were stored at Dunmoochin 
and, during a period of poverty, l 
sold all but two to John Olsen the 
painter. 

Those two I put into this house. 
When I got this land here 13 

years ago, I built a simple little one 
room shack about 4% metres by 3. 
It had a bed at one end, built up high 
with shelves underneath for 
storage space, running water, 2 gas 
lights and a little stone fireplace. 
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Thewhole thing cost meonly $40 
to build, using sleeper offcuts, but 
it's been there for 13 years now and 
it will last another 50. 

l had some youngsters come up 
to help build the fireplace - they 
wanted to learn how to do it. It's all 
stone with mud mortar. To make a 
form for the arch, I used an apple 
case, a piece of wood, a 20 litre 
drum and a piece of 3 ply bent over 
the whole thing. When thearch was 
done and 300mm of wall above it, I 
just kicked the support out and 
there it was. Then we built this 
amazing winding stone chimney. 
From beginning to end it took us 
only 4 hours and cost not one cent. 

A few years later I started on the 
house. 
l had to blast most of the site out 

of the hillside. A friend who had 
some explosives experience came 
and helped and we blew out a 
space. 

Then I brought in 500 tonnes of 
fill to level things up a bit. I had this 
little one ton Chev tip truck - very 
basic - no doors or windows but it 
went well. Altogether I carted 900 
tons of building stone with it. 

l hired three chaps to help me 
and we got stone from everywhere. 

The interior of the large living room. The 
flooris made up of slabsof slateand the 
stone walls plastered with clay and 
painted white. The gas lights were 
homemade, too. 

There are lots of old stone walls 
around here. 400 tons from one old 
place, and also in the creek beds. I 
used a small Ferguson tractor with 
a hydraulic bucket on the front to 
lift the bigger pieces. 

Some are pretty big. The slabs of 
slate on the floor are enormous. 
One is about 3 metres by 1% 
metres and about 125mm thick. l 
found it lying by thesideof the road, 
and it weighs more than 1 V2 ton on 
its own. 

The walls of the ground floor are 
solid stone straight onto the 
ground, mortared with clay and 
plastered with clay on the inside 
then painted. It took us only 6 
weeks to get the walls up. 
Stonework is pretty quick if you're 
well organized. 

About a kilometre down the road, 
a chap wanted a cellar dug out for 
his house and he hired these local 
blokes, the Lakey Brothers, to do 
the job. They've been miners 
around here for generations. 



The converted hot water boiler with the 
fireplace doors open. The doors with 
their ornamental hinges were fabricated 
by a local blacksmith. 

Anyway they dug out this cellar 
about 4 metres long by 3 metres 
wide and about 2.8 metres deep, 
and they were wondering where to 
dump the material. It was nice fine 
dry clay so I carted it up here for 
mortar. I hate cement - it's bad for 
your hands. 

The ceilings and timber walls are 
clad with radiata pine lining stained 
with a mixture of linseed oil burnt 
umber, cadmium red, cadmium 
yellow and a bit of turps. That 
mixture gives it a nice aged 
appearance. 

Toget to thesecond floor, I built a 
staircase which folds up into the 
ceiling. That gives the bottom room 
a lot more clear space. The stairs 
are counter-balanced with weights 
concealed in a cavity in the wall. I've 
built them before and I always used 
buckets filled with concrete, with a 
eye bolt set in the top so that you 
can attach the cable. If it's not 
heavy enough, you can always add 
a bit of steel or something to make 
the weight correct. 

In this particular case, there was 
a steel bar and short piece of 
railway line I found lying in the mud 
somewhere. I hooked them up to 
the cable and they were perfect. 

The door frames and window 
lintels are yellow box railway 
sleepers and a local sculptor, Jim 
Rowe, carved them all for me when 
the building was finished. I told him 
l didn't mind what the content was, 
as long as wine, women and song 
featured largely in it. He's done 
some really nice work here. 

The electricity people wanted 
$1 5,000 to connect and that was 
ridiculous, so a plumber friend gave 
me a hand and we made all the gas 
light fittings ourselves, by hand. 

l had previously built a couple of 
steel canopy fireplaces and I 
thought that I'd like to make 
something more efficient - that 
used the heat in more ways than 
one. 

l was on my way to Croydon 
market one day and I saw this old 
steel hot water storage cylinder 
about 2 metres high sitting at the 
back of a second hand yard. It cost 

A magnificent table made from three 
large pieces of slate found while 
collecting building stone. 



$30, but I shouldn't have bothered 
because there are a lot of old tanks 
and cylinders around here left over 
from the mining days. 

l designed the fireplace and cut 
out the holes for the doors, etc., 
then a friend helped me weld it 
together and I got a local 
blacksmith to make some nice 
ornamental doors for it. 

The bottom door is the warming 
oven and the top of that is the 
bottom of the fireplace. The base of 
the fireplace is lined with fire brick, 
but there's nograte, of course. I just 
clean the ash out every six weeks 
or so and put it on the garden. 

At the back of the fireplace is a 
hot water coil which gives really 
boiling water and then above the 
fireplace is the cooking oven, which 
is like a steel box set into the 
cylinder so that there's room 
behind for the smoke to go up the 
flue. 

The flue heats the upstairs 
bedroom and will also shortly be 
diverted to a smokehouse as well. 

So the whole thing functions as a 
hot water service, fireplace, oven 
and smokehouse. It's also easy to 
cook things on the open fire. 

At the back of it, I have a skin of 
brickworkwith a 100mm cavity,and 
inlet and outlet air registers in the 
wall so that it heats the back 
bedroom as well. 

If I were doing it again I'd make 
the doors a bit smaller because l 
designed this for a 300 mm 
diameter flue but the flue I had 
turned out to be only 275mm, so 

Decorative carving on a yellow box door 
frame. 

the air intake opening should be 
smaller. 

Most people don't realise that 
there is a formula for efficient 
fireplace design that never fails, 
and that is: For every 645 cm2 (1 00 
sq. inches) of air intake opening 
you need 37.5 mm. diameter of flue 
(adjusted accordingly i f  it's square 
or rectangular), 450 mm high. For 
example 51 61 cm2 (800 sq. inches) 
opening would require 300 mm. 
diameter flue 3600mm long. 

I'd certainly recommend a 
system like mine to anyone 
building a house, asa substitute for 
a brick or stone fireplace. Ordinary 
fireplaces are very inefficient. If it's 
an outside chimney you're heating 
up the neighbours air, and in the 
second place, most of the smoke 
goes up the chimney anyway. 

There's a certain amount of radiant 
heat reflected into the room. and 
that's all. Whereas this gadget 
gives you just about everything it's 
possible to get from a fire. 

It's cheap - you can have it made 
up for you forabout $500- and it's 
economical to run. Recently before 
l went away, I put 3 logs on the fire 
and closed it up. I came back 30 
hours later and it was still burning 
with half a log left to go. 

Having a proper damper and a 
good seal on the doors is the secret 
of that sort of efficiency. 

This is a bigger house than it 
looks. At present it's about 158 m2 
(1 7 squares), and to date the cost 
for materials and hired labour, not 
counting mine of course, has been 
about $1 0,000. 

' m  quite proud of that". 

An example of the exterior stonework 
with an arch over the leadlight window. 
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