COROWA 2003 – THE YEAR OF THE STUDEBAKER

We have just celebrated the 24th Year of the Amphibious Jeep Swim-In and Military Vehicle Rally at Corowa. As usual it was a great success and there is an enormous increase in interest each year. A lot of people return each year and after their first occasion at this function can’t wait for the next year to come around. We have increased our advertising of the event which has been very beneficial. Over the past 12 months I have been focusing on making this year a success. There have been a number of people who have assisted and I hope next year more people will offer their services. For some people they just turn up and have a great time. Being involved in the organising of any event means a lot of phone calls, letters etc but when you look back after an event like this most organisers would say it has been worth while.

Last year we decided to change the dates of Corowa from the Tuesday to the Monday as this is the end of the Victorian Labour Day weekend and a number of participants are arriving on the Monday. I set off on Monday with a car full of people and our possessions. Bob and Jenny Dimer from W.A. had organised to come over this year so they stayed with me up until the Monday and we left Sydney Monday morning. After a stop at the Holbrook Bakery and a visit to the Submarine we arrived at Corowa around 4pm after having travelled 616kms. Maureen Bell and David Mackay arrived around the same time with Maureen’s bush fire brigade Jeep. After settling into our accommodation and being greeted by those who arrived before us including Jenny and Kevin Burne & family who had travelled down via Cooma in their Discovery and a Studebaker belonging to the Steam Museum at Valley Heights. We also caught up with Dave Argles, Brian Healey and John Arnott who arrived at Corowa prior to lunch with their DUKW and Dave’s beautifully restored Studebaker tanker. We had dinner at the Corowa Sports and Recreation Club. At 9.30 we decided to go into Victoria for a drink at the Hotel but it had closed so we walked into Corowa and found one Hotel that was still open.

On Tuesday the second DUKW belonging to James Swan arrived in town. We knew Jim Bennie would bring his over so it looked like we were going to achieve the greatest number of DUKW’s we had ever seen at Corowa. In the usual tradition the men went over to Wodonga to check out Tooles Disposals and the wrecking yards and came home with a few bargains and objects of interest. I went for a walk through town visiting the local shops and called into the Corowa Free Press office to speak with Brendon the Journalist and the Corowa Tourism Office. It was a perfect afternoon for a DUKW ride and to sit on the bank of the river watching the vehicles, speed boats and people swimming. The level of water in the river and lagoon was well down this year. We enjoyed a BBQ in the park that evening and throughout the day welcomed many people including Doreen and Mal Mackay. It was great to see Mal who was itching to get his GPA into the Murray.

On Wednesday we decided to go to some of the wineries. James Swan took a group of people in the DUKW but we decided to go via Rutherglen to look at the shops and have lunch. We enjoyed our visit to All Saints, St Leonards and Drinkmoor wines where we did lots of taste testing and purchasing. Kevin Burne spent most of the day and Tuesday doing repairs to the Studebaker he had at Corowa. That evening we organised a large group and went over to Wahgunyah to the Hotel as it was Schnitzel night and had many laughs.

Thursday morning was spent organising the location and timings for the World Record Studebaker parade. With suggestions from Dave Argles, John Hedges and Bob Dimer we decided to line the vehicles up at 1pm outside the High School and have a parade of at least 3.2km past the Airport. John did the final discussions with the Police in regards to the morning and afternoon parades. Apparently at 4am one of the South Australian members arrived at the caravan park with a Studebaker towing a Mann truck with a Rover Armoured Car and a Ferret Scout Car on behind as the Mann truck had broken down near Shepparton so the Studebaker came to the rescue which made an impressive ‘road train’. Hugh Davis from S.A. had arrived early in the morning and had previously suggested a tour of the Army Museum at Bandiana. We left for Wodonga at 11am and after a few purchases of prizes at Tooles Disposals we made our way to Bandiana for a tour which commenced at 1pm. The tour was very informative and we were also shown the vehicles in the back compound area which they plan to develop shortly. The collection was first established in 1972 to provide members of the Royal Australian Army Ordnance Corps with an insight into the history of their Corps. In 1976 the collection had outgrown its birth place and was relocated to the present WW2 warehouse. In 1997 the Army Transport Museum and the Army Catering Corps Historical Collection were relocated from Puckapunyal to Bandiana. During this time the Army’s Electrical and Mechanical Engineer’s Historical Collection was removed from storage in Bandiana and was also integrated into the Army Museum. In 1998 the Army’s Chaplain’s Department, Medical, Dental and Nursing Corps Historical Collections were also integrated. These collections join with displays from the 2/23rd Australian Infantry Battalion [Albury’s own], The Australian Women’s Army Service, local Vietnam Veteran’s local United Nations Association displays. The caravan park was now becoming very much like “Dad’s Army” with many vehicles having arrived over the past few days.

Our Friday sight seeing trip left at 10am for Chiltern and Beechworth. Chiltern is located 500 metres off the Hume Freeway, midway between Wangaratta and Wodonga and about 20 minutes from Corowa. Chiltern is a living memorial to bygone days, its business centre buildings restored and maintained to preserve the architecture of its gold mining era. The township was named Chiltern after the Chiltern Hills in England. After spending 45 minutes here we made our way to Beechworth. Beechworth is regarded as Victoria’s best preserved historic gold mining town, containing a rich legacy from our last century. It is how to 32 buildings listed by the National Trust including the Powder Magazine and Beechworth Cemetery and the Beechworth Court house where the infamous Ned Kelly stood trial. The Beechworth Bakery is very well known and is always a draw card.

As usual Saturday was a very busy day. I had to be up by 7.30am for an interview on ABC radio. Shortly after Mal Mackay woke the rest of the caravan park with his siren. By 8.45am most of the vehicles were lined up for the procession. We organised for the Studebakers to be positioned together at the start of the parade. The Police provided valuable assistance with getting the vehicles across the Foord Bridge to Victoria as a traffic light on the bridge would delay the procession. As I had sent an official letter requesting help for the morning and also for the afternoon’s Studebaker parade there were extra Police on duty. Once over the bridge John Hedges led the parade on his 1942 WLA with Maureen Bell in front of the Studebakers with Keith Webb’s special camera mounted in the back. We were also delighted to have Tamara Whitsed a freelance Journalist from Truckin Life with us again this year. She appeared to have an excellent time catching up with many people she met last year. Look out for her article in Truckin Life shortly. We had 82 ex-military vehicles in the parade and they all lined up for a photo shoot outside Rutherglen before returning to Corowa at 10.45am. Scott Weeks rode his recently registered BSA in the parade. A swap meet was in progress upon our arrival back in Bangerang Park. The number of sites increases every year which means more chances of a bargain. The Lion’s Club provided a BBQ lunch and then we had organised for the Studebakers to meet on the outskirts of town for the ‘parade’ for the Guinness Book of Records. Once again the Police assisted us by ensuring the vehicles were not overtaken whilst doing the ‘parade’. I am sure those people stuck behind the police were wondering how far this slow convoy was going. The vehicles had to complete a ‘parade’ of 3.2kms. Hugh Davis from S.A. had overheating problems but managed to drive the distance. The police organised for us to do a photo shoot at the airport. Bob Dimer and John Hedges did an excellent job lining the vehicles up. We established the record of 20 Studebakers. My records indicate that there were 13 Studebakers from NSW, 4 from Victoria and 3 from S.A. I commend all drivers and owners on their efforts. 

It was nice to be able to spend an hour down by the river watching the amphibious vehicles but I would have liked to spend longer relaxing however I still had a number of things to organise for the evening festivities. The Lion’s club were asked to cater for 150 people. Unfortunately they must not be used to catering for this number as they had to go and get more food which was disappointing. The rest of the evening went well as we had an auction with Bay Kelly as the auctioneer. Thanks to Bay for his good work and also to Kevin Burne who assisted with collecting the goods. Many thanks also to those who donated items to make this enjoyable. It appears that most people were impressed with their purchases. We had a number of raffle prizes, along with certificates for the Studebakers who helped achieve the World Record. Thanks to Keith Webb for designing the certificates and organising a Quiz. Keith showed participants his ‘Year of the Blitz’ video and told people of his plans for further videos. Dave Argles surprised everyone with a speech and Gary passed his initiation organised by Mal Mackay. We gave some special prizes to the DUKW and GPA owners along with those who experienced breakdowns. Discussion took place regarding celebrating the Silver Jubilee of the GPA Swim-In and Military Vehicle Rally next year. We hope to get more vehicles next year than our record last year of 104. We have set up a theme for next year being ‘The Year of the Dodge’ to encourage Dodge owners to get their vehicles together. Overall the night was a great success.

On Sunday when I surfaced a number of people had already gone. It was nice to be able to sit down and socialise without having to worry about the next thing to organise. During the day we had a surprise visit of Keith Hall’s DUKW from Shepparton. We organised a photo shoot with 3 out of the 4 DUKW’s we had this year. Sixteen of us ended up at the Corowa RSL for the evening where we reminisced about the week.

Once again we had overseas Military Vehicle collectors from overseas. Don & Sharon Lewis from Canada and Peter Atkinson from New Zealand. Our club was very well represented and there were a large number of couples and families. We estimate having 90 vehicles at Corowa this year. Many thanks to the following people for their assistance: John Hedges, Keith Webb, Maureen Bell, Hugh & Barbara Thompson, Bob & Jenny Dimer, Jenny Chapman, Kevin Burne, Bay Kelly, Dave Argles, Marilyn Reeves and all those who assisted in any way. Special thanks to the owners of the amphibious vehicles who openly invited people for rides in their vehicles. If any one is interested in assisting us next year please come forward as this event will continue to be a National and International event and we need to share the responsibilities amongst those who attend.

I hope all who attended had a great time.

Jan Thompson

Approximate vehicle list:

22 Studebakers


32 + Jeeps



2 Dodge Weapons Carriers

8 Ford & Chev Blitz’s


7 Landrovers



1 Chev Panel Van


2 GPA’s



4 DUKW’s



1 Harley Davidson


1 Hafflinger



2 Ferret Scout Cars


1 Ford Utility



1 Izusu




2 BSA motor cycles


1 Austin Champ

1 Rover Armoured Car

1 1941 Ford WOT
