COROWA
18TH ANNUAL SWIM-IN AND MILITARY VEHICLE RALLY

TUESDAY 11TH MARCH – SUNDAY 16TH MARCH 1997

On Saturday 8th March I began my annual pilgrimage to Corowa with a few overnight stops on the way. I left Yass on Tuesday 11th with Cathy hedges as my passenger in the car as her husband Max, along with daughter Emma, had left earlier I the F15A Blitz. We caught up with the Blitz south of Gundagai and it followed on while we checked out every antique shop till we got to Corowa. The Blitz was never far behind.

Upon our arrival in Corowa, which is nestled along the banks of the majestic Murray River 50 minutes drive west of Albury, we found a number of people has already arrived. After getting all set up we had a quiet evening.

On Wednesday I planed a restful day with a look around town and a visit to the tourist bureau to organize caterers for the Saturday lunch and dinner. When I spoke to the Lions Club (who were to do the lunch) there were no problems other than estimating numbers of people to cater for. Later in the afternoon when I spoke to our spit roast caterers (two local people who had been contacted by the local tourism manager some two months earlier) one of the partners told me that, as there had been no confirmation of the booking, they may not e able to cater for us as the other partner was interstate. As it was the fault of the tourism manager for not faxing the required info to me I had to ‘sweet talk’ the local partner, who worked with me throughout the rest of the week, into providing what sounded to be an excellent meal.
Our English guest, Richard Farrant, had been asked by Dave Mottram of the VMVC, if he would like to accompany him back to Melbourne to help load his DUKW on to John Oldenmenger’s semi for transport up to Queensland (John also collected a Standard Flying Twelve for Peter Kunz). After loading the vehicles Dave took Richard, and John’s cousin Bennie (from Holland) for a very quick tour of Melbourne. Bennie was thrilled to see the Albert Park Race Circuit, the Tennis Centre and the ‘Red Light District’ around St Kilda.

Corowa always brings out the unusual hence what appeared from the back of Bill Wilson’s Ford F100 was a beautifully hand built model car complete with cut-down Mercedes-Benz grille and just the right size for his 3 year old grandson. It was powered by a Briggs and Stratton motor and came complete with gearbox, brakes, lights, blinkers and it fascinated everyone as it ran around the caravan park.
In the meantime Keith Adam, who had brought down some petrol powered army stoves, set one up and proceeded to cook up a batch of what turned out to be delicious scones. With some strawberry jam and cream they quickly disappeared and Keith was forced to cook some more.

The Military Jeep Club of Queensland had organised a two week rally to Corowa and return, with a number of their vehicles arriving on Wednesday afternoon – it was really great to see them roll into the caravan park. Later in the day Ian Ratcliffe arrived with son, Scott in the RAAF Power Wagon, in company with Mick Jerecivich in his Jeep, only to run out of fuel on the bridge alongside the caravan park.
On Thursday I decided to tour some of the local antique shops with those interested. Our first stop was Rutherglen and then on to Chiltern. The ‘junk shop’ there, where on previous visits had piles of antiques, and assorted pieces to suit almost everyone, was the last port of call in the town. We were all amazed how tidy the place had become. Tables were now positioned neatly down the middle if the shop and the floor was pretty spotless. What took our attention was a steam powered stationary engine of some size. It had been running on a farm until just two weeks prior and was sold just five minutes before our arrival for 490 to a ‘scrappie’ who was going to cut it up for the bronze. Another buyer from Melbourne had turned up to buy the shop’s stock so the shop had been cleared out with the owner bringing in other stock. We continued on to Beechworth, Victoria’s best preserved ‘Gold Town’ which lies cradled within the foothills of the Australian Alps, 30 minutes from Wodonga. Once again, the bakery there was the place to have lunch sitting on the upstairs balcony overlooking the street below eating scrumptious pies and cakes. After strolling the streets we headed for Yackandandah, a small but historic town and then on to Wodonga for a quick look through Tooles disposals before heading back to Corowa late in the afternoon.
When we had arrived back we found that the number of military vehicle enthusiasts in the caravan park had doubled. Andy McFarland was there with his Chevrolet ‘Cinema Van’, John ‘O’ and Bennie had turned up after loading up in Melbourne with Brian and Maureen Bell arriving a little later in the evening. A number of us had an evening sausage sizzle using the caravan park’s facilities which ended the day’s activities.

On the Friday Glen stones held his traditional ‘mystery trip’ which this year took in Bright (where a local newspaper photographer had some of the vehicles, drivers and veterans placed within a ‘round-about’ for a photo-shoot for the local paper), Myrtleford and Beechworth. Also on the trip Ian Jarrott broke down in his ¾-ton Dodge Weapons Carrier and had to be towed back to Corowa behind a Toyota Land Cruiser. During the morning Warwick and Carole Lord rolled into the caravan park and shortly afterwards a car load of girls went off to Chiltern as Maureen was interested in some stock from a shop that was closing down and then we returned to Corowa for a lazy afternoon, along with meeting the new arrivals in the caravan park. In the meantime we had called into the Empire Hotel At Wahgunyah to make a booking for the evening dinner. As there was another large booking that night we were placed in the rear dining room instead of the courtyard. The tables had been nicely set and after rearranging them to suit ourselves and ordering our dinner, the antics started between Graeme Person and Max Hedges which continued on throughout the evening, and indeed, the weekend! We certainly saw a side of Graeme which we weren’t aware of. The food was of its usual delicious standard and the publican donated a bottle of very good port as well as a carton of beer (as he does every year0 to be raffled on the Saturday night. Later we partied on inside the Hedges’ caravan with coffee, port and Harley rides (not inside the caravan).
At 8.30am on the Saturday vehicles for the photo shoot and procession lined up near the caravan park exit and shortly after 9.00am the vehicles crossed into Victoria and drove to Rutherglen where they lined up on the outskirts of the town so that videos and photos could be take before arriving back in Corowa for the police escorted procession up the main street, around the town clock and back to the caravan park. Shortly after Tim Vibert arrived (as usual in a different vehicle) in a Fox Armoured Car which was nicely presented.

A swap meet was then held which produced some unusual and desirable items. Each year the number of people selling increases and really helps some people fund their trip to Corowa. As there were a large number of people from all over Australia, and also our overseas guests, this lead to some of the more unusual parts and information being more easily sourced.
Quite a few Lion’s Club representatives turned up during the morning to provide their hot dog and hamburger lunch. The food was very tasty and reasonably priced. Catering for these types of events can be awkward as far as determining numbers is concerned. When I asked the lions Club whether they would be interested in catering next year their response was a very positive one as my ‘approximations’ proved to be pretty accurate.

Shortly after lunch the water activities began with all seven GPA’s out in the water together. Once again, David Stafford from Qld put his Jeep trailer into the water complete with outboard motor and anyone who was willing to be ‘sunk’ was welcome to have a ride. When I saw the water being bailed out I wondered I the trailer had holes in it or whether the GPA had challenged them to a water fight. The local water-skiers who were alongside us in their high powered speed boats were amazed at just how versatile the GPA’s were. It was very pleasant laying around on the small peninsular between the river and the lagoon watching the GPA’s splash, and sometimes, dive into the river.
Our evening caterers had arrived and positioned themselves by the back of the barbeque area and set up their large marquee in preparation for preparing dinner. I had given them only an estimation of numbers on the previous Wednesday I had to give them a firm number after the morning’s procession was over so they could finalise the amount of meals required. As there has always been a function on the Saturday night to get everyone together we felt that it was important to continue this even when the VMVC had been planning to do ’their own thing’ and split the evening up; we wanted everybody to relax, mix with other and enjoy themselves. As it turned out my list showed that many VMVC members wanted to join in. it would be nice if people realized the amount of work involved, take notice of times by reading the notice board which is ALWAYS displayed, and ALWAYS in the same place, rather than coming up to me one hour after the ‘cut-off time’ expecting me to place them on the catering list – it’s not fair, and as usual the work is left up to one or two people with little thanks given.
At 7pm, with the smell of dinner in the air, most people were setting themselves up for the delicious spit-roast. The caterers did a marvelous job with some welcome extra helpers and the food was mouth watering. Between 130-140 people were fed a spit-roast with various meats and vegetables for the main course along with a selection of deserts. Maureen and I held a raffle with the prizes being donated port and beer from the Empire Hotel as well as more port and beer donated by Andrew, the caravan park manager. The raffle was very successful thanks to our donations. John Hedges from Yass provided a sound system for the evening with a number of people from state speaking of their clubs future events, along with some ‘for sale’ and ‘wanted’ items.
A few of us stayed and listened to the music over the system before deciding to continue on back at one of the vans. During the ‘early hours’ some of us jumped into a Blitz and went in search of some local night-life; it was all to no avail and after our success last year we were a little disappointed this year.
On Sunday most of us had to head home. A small number were able to stay on for the extra day which would have been nice. After saying our goodbyes to everyone we were on the road for home by 11am.

The time at Corowa has been fantastic. Meeting up again with our country and interstate friends again was good. A few Back to the Track veterans joined us again this year and had a wonderful time renewing friendships. Our overseas visitors who had been looking forward to the event were very impressed and hopefully will return next year. Bridget and Henri de Wailly, who were in Australia from France for 4-5 months met up with many Back to the Trackers whom Henri had met two years ago. Richard Farrant came out from England for the second consecutive year to attend Corowa and after three visits in three years is losing his ‘Pommy’ accent and learning the Australian slang and way of life. The event also fascinated John’s (Dutchy’s) cousin ‘Bennie’ from Holland.
I hope everyone got home safely and without too much cost – although the Queenslanders were spotted in Canberra doing the sights and spending their money.

All events have to come to an end and it was good to see the NSW representation was high again this year. Congratulations must go the Queenslanders and the South Australians for making a big effort for, what is for them, a very long trip. Well done. It all helps to make this a real nationwide event.

Vehicle list:

3 Staff Cars



2 Power Wagons


1 GMC

Chev Cinema Van


2 Dodge Weapons Carriers

1 Harley Davidson WLA

1 Plymoth Sedan (1939)

Heaps of Jeeps (by the dozen or two) 2 Lend Lease Chev Trucks
Several Blitz’s



7 GPA’s



1 Marmon Herrington


1 Dodge ambulance


1 Jail Bar Ford



2 Land Rovers

1 Fox CVR(W)


1 Malvern Star folding push-bike
heaps of spare parts for the swap meet

Jan Thompson
