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Blackthorn Centenary - celebrating 100 years of  
‘A School on the Towers’. 

Thornburgh College opened in June 1919 and Blackheath 

College the following year. Already plans for the 

Commemoration Weekend to be held 14-16 June and the 

Centenary Reunion on the weekend of 16-18 August 2019 are 

well underway. A committee made up of representatives from 

the Past Students Association (Old Boy and Past Principal 

Ross Thompson), Board and the school community have put 

together programs for these weekends as well as a range of 

other events and functions throughout 2019.  

 

Keep up with the 

Centenary News 

on the BTC2019 

Facebook Page 

──── 

Prepare  

Celebrate  

Create  

──── 

Visit the website 

www.btc2019.com.au 

──── 

Contact your 

classmates 

──── 

Book 

accommodation 

early 

CONTACT THE 

COMMITTEE: 

55-59 King Street 

Charters Towers QLD 4820 

07 4787 5100 

enquiries@btc.qld.edu.au  

 

Dates and Times 

 



reunion roundup 
 

Reunion 2017 was highlighted by the visit of 

special guest Mr Graham Thompson, School 

Principal from 1956 – 1973, and many who attended 

were there specifically to see this legendary figure. 

Year groups were well supported – 8 of the 12 

Senior students from 1957 returned to celebrate 

their 60th anniversary. The weekend program 

followed the usual pattern – a casual ‘Meet & Greet’ 

BBQ on Friday night, the popular Past vs Present 

netball and rugby league matches on Saturday 

afternoon, and the Reunion dinner held in the 

school dining hall on Saturday night attended by 

more than 150 guests. Toasts were presented by 

Graham Thompson and Glen Bechley with a 

response from the Principal Nigel Fairbairn. 

Representatives from returning groups had the 

opportunity to remember the good (and not so 

good) features of past school life and the formalities 

were rounded off with the school song and the war 

cry.  It was great to see our three nonagenarians, 

Graham Thompson, Jessie Landsberg and Norm 

Wallace sitting together at the official table. Sunday 

saw the traditional services – the honouring of Old 

Boys who had lost their lives in WWII at the 

Memorial fountain and then the Church service held 

in Blackthorn Hall, this year led by Rev Bruce Roy, 

who was Captain of Thornburgh in 1958. The final 

activities for the weekend were the presentation of 

the 2017 inductee to the Wall of Fame, Dr Nita 

Vasilescu, and the BPSA Annual General Meeting. 

Past students from the 1957 Senior year with teachers 

Norm Wallace, Jessie Landsberg and Graham Thompson 

Sunshine Coast past students gathered on 

Sunday 2nd September 2017 at the Buderim Tavern 

for their annual ‘mini reunion’ lunch. In attendance 

– Angus Anderson, Margot McCamley, David 

MacLaughlin, David Ross, Jennifer (Anderson) 

Vaccaneo and husband John, Doug Patterson, 

Jocelyn (Mann) Gould and husband David, and 

Judith (Pratt) Lawrie who made the trip from 

Brisbane especially for the occasion. This mini-

reunion was also a 90th birthday celebration for 

Angus – he impressed the gathering with his 

wonderful memories of his early life and career, 

complete with dates and places he had served with 

the Education Department. Angus now has a 

contented life at the Buderim Retirement Village. 

Sydney Mini Reunion was held at the Bonjour 

Cafe in the Sydney CBD on 24th May 2017. Past 
students who attended this very pleasurable 
occasion were Geoff Chapman (1961-62) and wife 
Fiona, David Griffiths (1961-1963), Vanya Kable 
(2013-15), Robert Chong (1954-55) and wife Kira. It 
was an opportunity to meet Principal Nigel Fairbairn 
and Chris Hesp (Chairman of the Board since 2012), 
and to hear about the success of the Arrowsmith 
program, now attracting students from as far afield 
as WA.  
 

Melbourne Mini Reunion was on Saturday 4th 

November. A number of BTC past students, past and 

present staff and friends of the College met for 

drinks and fabulously delicious nibbles at the RACV 

Club in Bourke Street. Everyone enjoyed a 

wonderful function with a great chance to catch up 

on the past, celebrate the present and be excited 

about the future! It was wonderful to swap stories 

from ‘long ago’ as well as to hear from Nigel 

Fairbairn about the College today and plans for 

tomorrow.   

 

 

 



reunion 2018 
 

Program: 

Friday 17 August 

5:30pm Registration ($5.00) and sale of 

souvenirs 

5:30 – 8:30 P&F fete and ‘Meet & Greet’. Meals 

can be purchased the P&F barbeque 

or other food vendors and drinks 

from the BPSA bar 

8:30pm Fete finale with fireworks display 

8:45pm Supper (tea, coffee & sweets), music 

and drinks from the bar (no BYO) 

Saturday 18 August 

10:00 am Annual General Meeting in library 

12:00 – 2:00 Picnic lunch on the lawn – BYO 

picnic rug, food & drinks. Sausage 

sizzle ($2) and drinks ($1) for sale. 

No alcohol please 

2:00pm Past vs Present Netball in the 

Undercover Sports Area 

4:00pm Past vs Present Rugby match on top 

oval 

6:30pm Registration for Saturday attendees 

7:00 for 7:30 Dinner on the lawn, verandah and 

front room of Thornburgh House 

 Platter food or sit-down meal 

($35.00 + drinks) 

Sunday 19 August 

8:30am Memorial Service at the fountain 

 Church Service in Blackthorn Hall 

Wall of Achievement ceremony 

Morning tea ($15.00) 

For the travelers, a take-away lunch will be 

available for $10.00 

 

 

 

Special guests for this year’s Reunion 

will be Wally and Libby Richards 

Wally was Principal of Blackheath and Thornburgh 

from 1985 to 1990. Students, parents and staff who 

knew the Richards during this time before they 

moved south will remember them with great 

fondness. This was when preparations were being 

made to begin the restoration of the ground floor 

and exterior of Thornburgh House. Libby organised 

an event to contribute to the fund-raising effort. 

The ball and dinner 

was a ‘Period Affair’, 

with attendees 

arriving in vintage 

cars and even a horse 

and sulky. Dressed in 

costume, they were 

announced at the top 

of the stairs by 

liveried grooms: 

“Lord and Lady 

Somebody, Sir 

Whatever”. There 

were even a couple of Colonels. Inside, the black 

and white uniformed maids and footmen were lined 

up to serve dinner. It was as though everyone had 

stepped out of a Jane Austin novel. 

A wonderful night, and only one example of how 

committed Wally and Libby were to the school. 

Their attendance at this year’s reunion gathering is 

warmly anticipated and welcomed. 

 

For all class cohort lists please contact Jasmin 
Boschetti:  jboschetti@bigpond.com  

 

 

mailto:jboschetti@bigpond.com


heritage & history 
 

Thornburgh House 
The grand old lady featured on the front cover of this 

newsletter has been the property of BTC for almost 100 

years. Since the very first day the school opened over 

6,000 new students have come through the gates and 

gazed at its majesty. This building is the iconic 

representation of school life, the memories and feelings 

that belong to those impressionable years of learning 

and nurture.  

Thornburgh House, built in 1890 as the home for mining 

magnate Mr E.H.T. Plant, was a large and opulent villa 

and a fine example of the quality buildings constructed 

during Charters Towers’ rich gold-mining era. Its heritage 

is also associated with the lives and works of Rev Robert 

Bacon, who established the school, and the first two 

principals, Mr J.F. Ward and Miss J.E. Bullow. 

Blackheath’s Houses 

Just as the origins of Thornburgh College lie in the 

purchase of a grand old house, so too do the origins of 

its sister school, Blackheath College. The first boarding 

house acquired in 1920 was ‘Yelvertoft’, originally the 

home of David Rollston. The name was changed to 

Blackheath in honour of Mr W.R. Black, a Brisbane 

philanthropist who donated considerable funds towards 

the purchase of Yelvertoft for a girls’ school. In 1924 

another house was purchased and this was to become 

the Munro-Martin building, named for two Cairns 

women who contributed to the relocation and 

renovation costs. In just a few years the number of 

boarders had grown so rapidly that new dormitory 

facilities were needed; the new Memorial Building was 

constructed in 1952, with a library and student common 

room as well as dormitories. With the decision to move 

Blackheath girls to the Thornburgh campus in the early 

1980s, the complex in Stubley Street was sold. Today, 

Memorial Building and Munro-Martin are privately 

owned residences. Yelvertoft (commonly called ‘Main’ 

building) sadly was destroyed by fire in 1994. 

Restoring our heritage 
In 2006 Thornburgh House was recognised as place of 

cultural heritage significance under the Queensland 

Heritage Act 1992. The College community accepts with 

honour the responsibility of preserving its heritage by 

restoring this magnificent house to its former glory. Both 

past and present students and the wider college family 

are encouraged to contribute to the restoration project. 

Groups are now donating cans of paint to help ensure 

that she is wonderfully restored for her 100th birthday 

next year. The paint has been heavily discounted at $90 

per can by past students of Ballarat and Clarendon 

College (previously students of Principal Nigel Fairbairn) 

who own Haymes Paint. 

and it’s more than the paint cans … 

The President of the BPSA, David Cummins, lives in 
Canberra and on Friday 16 March he was joined by the 
Vice President Geoff Chapman to work together on the 
revised BPSA Constitution.  On the same day thousands 
of kilometres away up in Townsville the Paint 
Coordinator received a donation for paint cans from Mrs 
Elizabeth Teasey (nee Hirst) who was Captain of 
Blackheath College in 1951.  She gave her address as 
Curtin in the ACT.  Emails flashed back and forth resulting 
in the two Thornburgh boys arriving at the address in 
Curtin to meet up with Elizabeth.  Unfortunately, she was 
not at home.  Could anything prevent Thornburgh boys 
from meeting up with a Blackheath girl?  No, of course 
not!  Consequently, they wrote a note, included their 
phone numbers, and pushed it under her door.  And there 
we have it - history repeating itself with Thornburgh boys 
leaving notes for a Blackheath girl! When Elizabeth 
arrived home, she made contact and they caught up the 
very next day.  Geoff had in his computer all the 
Blackheath Magazines from 1947 - 1951 with her photos 
in them and a brilliant photo of Thornburgh House with 
some of its new paint on.   The project to paint 
Thornburgh House is certainly a good one – but the 
reconnection of the BTC family members surpasses that 
by far.    

 

Donations are tax deductible and can be made by 

cheque to Blackheath & Thornburgh Building Fund 

or by direct debit to BSB 034170, Acc No 233814.  

Post or email the details (number of cans, name or 

group/class year, address for receipt) to:  

Mrs Jean McCubben, 3 Escott Place, Annandale QLD 

4814 

jeanmcc@bigpond.net.au  

mailto:jeanmcc@bigpond.net.au


the quiet achievers 
 

BTC celebrates the exceptional achievements of 

people who have passed through our classrooms 

and onto greater things. To date 48 people have 

been recognised by being inducted to the 

Blackheath and Thornburgh Wall of Achievement. 

The 2017 inductee is Dr Nita Vasilescu (nee Bryce).  

Nita was a boarder at Blackheath from 1954-57 and 

during her time 

there was in the 

swimming and 

tennis teams, 

awarded colours for 

swimming. She was 

a College prefect 

1956/57, a member 

of the choir and a 

fine sculptor. Above 

all she was a 

dedicated student 

achieving high 

grades at all levels. 

L-R: Nita Vasilescu, Helen (Gordon) Ward, Anne (Patterson) 

Gibbon, all students at Blackheath 1954-57. 

Nita’s qualifications are impressive:  

1958 Queensland Teachers College Certificate 

1965 B.Sc (Hons in Mathematics) University of Qld  

1969 PhD (Mathematics), Monash University 

1974 Grad Dip Accounting, Heriot Watt University  

Along the way Nita was awarded a Commonwealth 

Scholarship to study at UQ, a post graduate 

scholarship to Monash, A German Academic 

Exchange Scholarship and a post-doctoral 

fellowship. Nita’s teaching career encompasses 

schools and universities both in Australia and 

oversees; she is a published author of books and 

mathematical and medical journal articles. She was 

the Practice Manager for her husband, prominent 

plastic surgeon Constantin Vasilescu. Nita has also 

been a major contributor to the Arts in Australia and 

overseas, most notably her core involvement in the 

creation and continued success of the Australian 

Festival of Chamber Music. 

 

Below is a list of the inaugural inductees for the Wall 

of Achievement, established in 2009. Since then a 

further 20 past students who have received 

prominence in their professions or provided 

outstanding service to the community have been 

added to the wall. 

 

Rev Fred McKay 1922-27 Service to Inland Mission 

Dr Graham Alexander OA 1943-45 Service to Primary Industry 

Dr T Ross McKenzie OBE 1924 Service to Education 

Charles Lepani 1961-66 High Commissioner for PNG 

Pearl Lady Logan MBE 1937-40 Service to Regional Education 

Stan Collins OBE 1923-28 Service to Local Govt & Grazing 

Lex Fraser 1932-36 Service to Business & Rotary 

Robert Mann OAM 1932-34 Service to Sugar Industry 

Graham Benjamin OAM 1939-42 Service to Education 

Beaty Landsberg OAM 1939-42 Service to Music & Youth 

Sir Roger Cunningham CBE 1942-45 Service to Engineering & Business 

Ken Lawson OAM 1932-34 Service to Timber Industry 

Rev Dr Bruce Roy 1956-58 Service to Army Ministry 

George Davidson 1921 Service to Shire Engineering 

Peter Black OAM 1945-52 Service to Local Govt 

Sir Clem Renouf AM 1935-36 Governor of Rotary International 

Dr Elspeth Innes AM 1967 -72 Service to Women 

Sir Douglas Logan 1932-37 Service to Rural Industry 

Dr Lenga Dopenu BEM 1957-58 Service to Health & Women 

Dulcie Turnbull OAM 1950-51 Service to Local Govt & Business 

Mona Henry 1929-30 Service to Rural Nursing 

Lional Martin 1945-46 Service to Sugar Industry 

Dorelle Fox 1960-61 Service to Sport - Archery Records 

Glen Stephenson 1940-41 Service to Marine Salvage Industry 

Dr Graham Maxwell 1942-45 Service to Geography & History 

Shane Knuth MP 1976 Member of QLD Parliament 

Maurice Rich 1946-49 Athletics Record Holder/Olympian 

Marjorie Dawson 1925-29 Service to Church & Community 

 

 

If you know of someone worthy of 

being nominated for the Blackheath 

and Thornburgh Wall of 

Achievement, contact the school for 

a nomination form: 

Wall of Achievement Committee           

c/-Blackheath & Thornburgh College                    

PO Box 339                                                     

Charters Towers QLD 4820                                                     

Em: enquiries@btc.qld.edu.au  

mailto:enquiries@btc.qld.edu.au


WANTED for 2019 
 

• All past students, any year, anywhere 

• Contact details of College Principals: 
Graham Thompson (1956-73) 
Frank Millett (1973-78) 
Stan Mason (1979-82) 
David Beneke (1982-85) 
Wally Richards (1985-90) 
Stan Clan (1990-93) 
Ross Thompson (1994 – 2003) 
Hugh Rose (Interim- 2003) 
John Anderson (Acting 2003-04) 
Ian McKay (2004-05) 
Rosa Burns (Acting 2005 -06) 
Brian Hewitt (2007- 1010) 
Jenny Black (Acting 2010) 
Anne Moxham (2011 -12) 
Nigel Fairbairn (2012-present) 

• All teachers, past and present 

• Families and friends of BTC 

 

time capsule? what 
time capsule? 
 

That would be the one that Mrs Gibbon’s 1994 
history class put in a hole in the grounds … 
somewhere ... to be dug up in 2019 during the 
centenary celebrations. Class of 94, do you 
remember that you laughingly said … “that’s if 
you’re still alive Miss”?  
Well Mrs Gibbon is very much alive and wishes to 
remind you all to make sure to come to the 100 
years Reunion on 16th – 18th August 2019, at the 
school.  Do you remember what you put in the time 
capsule? Come and find out, and reconnect with 
your classmates. 
 

speech night 
“The year 1919 closed with a final gathering in the 

large front room of Thornburgh House. The Hon. 

E.H.T. Plant distributed prizes to the successful boys 

on this, the first Speech Night. It was also his own 

farewell to Thornburgh House, his home for almost 

30 years.” So wrote L.G.H. Maxwell in his book A 

School on the Towers.    

Speech Night is a very traditional event, but the 

Principals’ addresses, given at Speech Night/Day 

over the years and recorded in the school 

magazines, are more a reflection of societal 

changes.  These addresses show how major global 

events such as the Great Depression, World War II 

and the post-war boom years impacted lives, even 

here in Charters Towers school communities.    

Speech Night did not always mark the end of the 

school year for everyone. During the era of public 

examinations (Scholarship, Junior and Senior) many 

students were left behind to complete exams not 

yet held before the end of the BTC year. This 

particularly affected Scholarship students – their 

exams were often as much as two weeks after 

everyone else had left. 

Today Speech Day has replaced Speech Night. 

Whereas train travel (who remembers the Midnight 

Horror?) was once the preferred mode of transport, 

that is no longer true. Most students travel home by 

car with their parents after Speech Day, held in the 

morning. And with the demise of the public exam 

system, no student is left behind to study.  

Speech Day is also an opportunity to recognise the 

long service and commitment of teaching staff and 

Board members. On Speech Day 2017 special 

Patronage awards were presented to Miss Jessie 

Landsberg and Mr Norm Wallace, BTC’s longest 

serving teachers, pictured above with old friends 

Dawn and Harry Jackson. Jessie taught at BTC from 

1954 to 1994, and was Senior Resident Mistress of 

Blackheath from 1966, Norm from 1945 to 1991, 

and Harry served as Chairman of the Board  three 

times during 1972 and 2004. 

 



BTC in print 
 

The origins of our magazine… 

In April 1921, with Thornburgh barely two years’ old 

and Blackheath less than one, the first edition of the 

Blackthorn magazine was produced and sold for 1 

shilling. The first editorial began with these words: 

“There is always something startling about new 

things”. Senior teacher Mr Edward Burchett was the 

editor and he had planned a quarterly publication. 

Soft covered and 8 inches (20cm) square it was in 

direct contrast to the magazines of the past 20 

years. In its 40 pages there is not one photograph of 

any student, teacher or auxiliary staff. The 

numerous advertisements, all in black and white of 

course, provide an idea of what was available in 

1921. Stories featured house notes, form notes, 

sporting results and most interestingly, 

contributions from individual students. The reader 

is given a very good idea of what life was like at that 

time. One sentence from Mr Burchett’s editorial 

remains valid: “Whether we like it or not, our 

magazine will reveal the character of our school.” 

Remembering The Blue News 

Recent donations to the BTC Archives have included 

some copies of The Blue News. In his book ‘A School 

on the Towers’, W.G.H. Maxwell makes mention of 

The Blue News three times. Firstly, he says, “The 

Blue News was a student newspaper founded in 

1945 by sub-senior students.” Later we learn that 

the publication ceased in 1951, to be revived in 1956 

by Bill Dent, a staff member who had editorial 

control. The last reference revealed that another 

young teacher, Jeff Williamson, together with the 

legendary Hal Taylor, again resurrected its 

publication in the 1960s. Jenny Landsberg recalls 

producing this rag and printing it (using the school’s 

Gestetner machine) with the help of other sub-

senior students in 1965. That era appears to have 

seen the last of The Blue News. 

The very early copies (1945 onwards) look quite 

professional, almost like a short version of the 

school magazine, were printed by D.J. Macdonald 

and sold for 3d per copy. The version dated 1st April  

 

1956 still sold for 3d, but was totally different. It was 

printed on a spirit duplicator, adorned with hand-

drawn sketches and much more ‘gossipy’ in content. 

The first page announces Easter and Reunion on the 

same weekend. Humour accompanied all reports. 

Profits (really?) from the sale of these newsletters 

were used to buy items for the school. 

Should anyone have any memories of The Blue News 

that they would like to share, or copies they would 

like to donate, please do so. They certainly add to 

our understanding of what life was like at 

Blackheath and Thornburgh in the ‘old days’. 

More memories… 

The Time of my Life  

Graham Thompson (aka ‘The Boss’) was Principal of 

Blackheath and Thornburgh from 1956 to 1973 and 

then again in 1994. More than 3,200 students were 

enrolled and educated at BTC during his tenure. He 

has put on record “I owe a great debt, never able to 

be fully repaid, to the experiences I had at 

Blackheath and Thornburgh College. It was the 

‘apprentice’ period of my education as a 

Headmaster-in-the-making. Those experiences 

were the profound efforts and support of staff, 

students (past, and particularly the present – 

1956/73) and parents. It was my baptism and 

honeymoon era all wrapped into a glorious one.”  

Mr Thompson has now set about writing his story, 

under the provisional title The Time of my Life, to 

record, in part, how his students influenced him and 

in turn how he may have influenced their lives. He 

intends to dedicate his book to “those students who 

taught me more than I taught them”. To this end Mr 

Thompson gave a presentation at the 2017 Reunion 

where he was guest of honour. In that presentation 

he gave a broad outline of his memoirs project, and 

sought help from his past students. Along with 

encouragement, he requests: 

“What would you like me to mention? Are there 

special moments in our relationship and school 

affairs that you feel I should mention? If so please 

write to me at 11/42 Ferry Street, Kangaroo Point 

QLD 4169, or email me at gt1126@bigpond.com .” 

mailto:gt1126@bigpond.com


news and notes 
 

In Memoriam: 

Gwendolyn (Berryman) Fry, 1945-48, died 16/3/17 

Merle Bonning, died April 2017 

Bertha (Ross) Dagleish, 1938-40, died 24/4/17    

Max Davidson, died May 2017        

Ben Kelley, 199-2002, died 18/6/17  

Nancy (Hein) Pegg, 1944-47, died 4/7/17    

Joyce (Ward) Spall, 1950-53, died 14/7/17 

Nancy (Renouf) Copley, died 21/7/17 

Robin Krause, 1942-43, died 1/8/17 

Frank Gist, 1952-54, died 27/10/17 

Alison (Fraser) Ross, 1944-47, died Jan 2018 

Noel Turnbull, 1949-52, died 16/3/17 

  

Rock climbing & abseiling – 

then and now 

In 1991 students 

practiced their 

abseiling skills on 

the side of the 

science block. 

   

 

 

 

Today BTC boasts 

a purpose-built 

rock climbing wall 

in the new Under- 

cover Sports 

Pavilion that 

replaced the Hal 

Taylor Building. 

A True-Blue Wedding 

On 18th November, Jacob 

Robertson (BTC 1995-2003) 

married Caroline Poulton at 

Villa Botanica, Airlie Beach. 

Jacob is one of 

Thornburgh’s favourite 

sons, now a successful 

solicitor with his own 

practice in Canberra. 

Caroline, also a solicitor, is Deputy General Counsel 

for the Dept of Human Resources. The wedding was 

almost a mini-reunion since a number of the guests 

and wedding party were past students of BTC.  

Jacob’s grandmother 

(L in the photo) is 

Lorraine Robertson, 

who taught domestic 

science and 

physiology and was 

the beloved 

Blackheath sports 

mistress for 50 years 

(1957-2007). Jacob’s 

mother Sandra Robertson (R) also taught at BTC 

from 1991-2004.  Bill Oates and Jason Heading 

were groomsmen and Jayne (Landsberg) Cuddihy 

was the excellent Master of Ceremonies. Bill flew 

in from Canada, as did Christian Carriere. Other 

past students at the wedding were Dale Findlay, 

Miriam (Powell) Close, Max Batt, Colin Burnett and 

Roger Landsberg. 
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