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A BRIEF MODERN HISTORY OF TALBOT 
VICTORIA: 1984 TO 2014 

 
Introduction 
I write this little booklet to document the past 30 years of growth and 
development in the tiny village/township of Talbot, before the passage of time 
fades my memory. My first impressions of this district were formed in July 1992, 
when I visited the town of Talbot with a view to buying a small rural holding of 
about 5 acres not far from a small community and close to medical services and 
a hospital. I had experienced a heart attack in 1984 and decided to plan to retire 
in a rural setting similar to the country where I was born and raised in South 
Australia. My wife also was a country girl from Gippsland and the thought of 
gradually working up a permaculture property with a high degree of self 
sufficiency excited us immensely. We had grown tired of the City of Melbourne 
with its traffic jams, its noise and its pollution and yearned for a peaceful lifestyle, 
fresh air to breathe, freshly grown fruit and vegetables to eat, home grown fish to 
catch and poultry and fresh eggs to eat and above all trees and birds to add 
delight to our lives. 
 
We bought 5 acres of land near Talbot then started planning our future. The land 
we bought was disappointing. The soil tests showed how deficient it was in 
nutrients and it could only be described as a green, over grazed slimy sheep 
paddock with only one tree and a leech-infested pug hole being fed by a gully 
stream. The land was begging to be rescued. The town itself seemed to be 
deserted, with one shop that sold newspapers, lollies and cool drinks, one shop 
that sold hardware and farm fodder, a service station that sold pizzas and petrol, 
and a Main street that was full of rotting and decaying buildings from the 1860s. 
In the process of planning, we had to wonder how we were seduced to buy and 
live in this town. There did not appear to be any people living there. But at least 
the post office was open for business and that was a comfort, so we thought. 
 
It is a story about how this plucky little town reversed its downward spiral, rose up 
from the dying country town syndrome and made a conscious decision and effort 
to survive, revive and thrive. This booklet describes how the people of Talbot, 
having recovered from some of the most dreadful times in the 20th Century with 
pluck and guts strove to save their town. I hate to remind us all of some of those 
times but sometimes it is good to remember where we have been in order to 
more appreciate where we are now. 
 
Although we were not living there at the time there were plenty of reminders of 
this crisis in evidence on the land we bought. The timber fencing posts were 
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charred sticks, there was a layer of bushfire ash in the pug hole and most nearby 
trees and bushland had been burned out. Casting our minds back to the Summer 
of 1984/5, who can forget the dreadful bush fire that was deliberately lit by a 
disgruntled employee of the sawmill in Avoca and made its way in blind fury the 
18 kilometres across to Talbot and nearly burnt out the whole of our town. The 
photograph below shows just how much of our town was lost. We can only 
imagine, how many sheep, cattle and horses were lost, crops that were 
scorched, fences and houses that went up in flames, people who were affected 
by smoke inhalation, fire-fighters who risked their lives to save the lives of our 
residents. 

 

 
 

An aerial photograph of Talbot taken after the fire swept through 
 
What was the Victorian Government’s response to this disaster? Was the town of 
Talbot declared a disaster area? No. Was there any financial assistance 
available to the residents of Talbot to compensate for the loss? No. The people 
of Talbot had to grin and bear it and try to recover from this major disaster. How 
many people had adequate insurance cover? Not many. 
 
One would have thought that nothing could be more terrible than that fire, but the 
next thing that happened was that in a frenzy of economic rationalism, the 
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government of the day decided to close down the passenger rail system and 
close the Talbot railway station. 
 
If one thought that the closing of the rail system was going to be the last disaster 
to strike Talbot, the Government had another surprise up its sleeve. How about 
local government amalgamations? The Shire of Talbot and Clunes was carved 
up, Clunes and district going to Hepburn Shire Council and Talbot and district 
going to Central Goldfields Shire Council (formerly Maryborough City Council). 
Some would say that this was a necessary good move to rationalise local 
government in Victoria, but it was a bitter pill for Talbot to find itself like a pimple 
on a pumpkin the size of Maryborough then deal with all the major social 
changes that ensued in relation to medical services, local government access, 
shops and shopping and professional services such as banks, taxation services, 
and government facilities. Soon after this, Talbot’s only two service stations 
closed down as the Maryborough supermarkets took over the provision of 
discount fuel.  
 
Just when the residents of Talbot thought that they had had enough social 
change to last them for a hundred years, there were more social impacts that had 
their affect on the town. VicRoads had decided in the 1980s that it would be good 
for Talbot to have a bypass road. Well, didn’t every other small town in Victoria 
get bypassed? However, with closure of the rail system and its companion freight 
system,  it wasn’t long before the big trucks, semi-trailers, double Bs and freight 
delivery vans could be seen speeding past Talbot on the bypass and moving 
from town to town delivering goods. The only freight system remaining was for 
the major grain trains that brought cereal crops and grains from the north-west. 
This meant that all vehicular traffic had a means to by-pass the town, including 
tourist buses and visitor’s cars. The by-pass effectively closed down our small 
businesses and our budding tourism industry. 
 
In describing Talbot, academics and other pundits were saying that there was no 
solution to the problem of small country towns. They would “just have to die”. 
One local politician had a saying, “Would the last person to leave Talbot, please 
turn out the light”. These were indeed very grim days for the town, and all 
seemed too hard or lost. Talbot had been burnt out, by-passed out and it looked 
like the end when even heritage tourism seemed impossible. 
 
However, just around the corner at the beginning of the new century there were a 
few bright glimmers of hope and light for the future: 

 A wave of new residents came to town when some properties were put up 
for sale. Some of these families were escaping from the metropolitan 
areas of Sydney and Melbourne or looking for a tree change. 

 Some were professional people with skills, who were now retired and 
willing volunteers; (so called knowledge workers). 

 Some wanted to start or develop a manageable business, such as a 
winery, a vegetable oil factory, a local timber business or a shop or Bed 
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and Breakfast, or to build houses for newcomers. An interesting addition 
to our tourist attractions was an observatory, because of the suitability of 
viewing the night sky without artificial light. 

 Some of these people built new houses and developed hobbies such as 
alpaca stud farms, permaculture garden projects, specialist plant 
nurseries. One person became the editor of a local newsletter called 
“Talbot, Today and Tomorrow”. This opened up communications within the 
town. 

 A late rescue package came from the Commonwealth Government known 
programmatically as the “A Better Future for the Country” (BFC) Program. 
A few Talbot residents went to the first community meeting and were told 
that Talbot had been selected to participate in this new Program together 
with six other small towns in the region. They were told that high priced 
consultants from a nearby University would be engaged to guide them to a 
“better future”. Each town that participated would receive a grant of the 
“princely” sum of $1,500 as a contribution to their quest for a “better 
future”. The Talbot representatives looked at each other and said, “What 
the heck?” This is how the Talbot Taskforce (the TTF) was born. 

 
The TTF had the critical task of deciding how to spend the $1,500 wisely and 
how they could use the high priced consultants from the University!!! They went 
to many meetings with the consultants and with the representatives of other 
towns as far flung as Wedderburn, Dunolly and Bridgewater. Each of the towns 
was permitted to define their own priorities and goals and set up their own 
agendas. The Talbot group decided to spend the money on a door-to-door straw 
survey to tease out some themes and a tea-bag survey to2 obtain more detailed 
information from the people of the town about how to create employment in the 
area, what assets Talbot had on which one could build for the future and what 
were some of the primary needs of the townspeople of Talbot. The responses to 
this straw survey and the tea bag survey were greater than expected and 
provided the TTF with a blueprint for future action. However the TTF was a group 
without a high degree of representation of the people of Talbot. The group 
scanned a number of alternative structures in Victoria and came up with a model 
to consider, in the form of Ouyen Incorporated3, who were asked to visit Talbot 
and talk about their structure and methods. A new organisation replaced the TTF 
called Talbot Action Incorporated (TAI), ACTION being an acronym for 
Advancing Community Through Innovative Organisation Networking4. The 
business name Talbot Inc was already registered. This group became an 
umbrella body for Talbot associations and clubs, community and sporting. Soon 
there were 13 organisations working together to provide a better future for Talbot. 
 

                                            
2
 Many people felt “surveyed out”, so the teabag, attached to the survey questionnaire was a 

symbol for the length of time it would take to complete the paper survey. It was a bit of a gimmick, 
but it worked, some people writing in the comments “thanks for the cup of tea”. 
3
 Ouyen is a town located in the North West of the State in the Mallee 
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Following closely the survey results from the tea-bag survey a strategic five year 
plan emerged, which TAI pursued vigorously.  
 
First, the town had to have a focus for social interaction and something had to be 
done about the town’s major eye-sore, the ruins of the old London House 
haberdashery shop and the derelict Lyons Commercial Hotel in its main street. 
Both were fast becoming a ruin and called affectionately by locals “the bombsite”. 
The Shire Council agreed to purchase these derelict buildings and the block of 
land on which they stood, in response to TAI’s plans to set up a community 
centre and coffee shop/café meeting place for residents.  
 
It is reported that there was great scepticism at the Council meeting about 
whether the Talbot community had the capacity to make good use of this offer of 
a building. Grants were successfully sought for this project and it was not long 
before the London House Café emerged as a focus for voluntary endeavour and 
community pride. A further grant provided two unemployed young local women 
who dressed in period costume and ran a by-pass campaign, which signed the 
town to the north and south with messages saying,  “DO NOT BYPASS THIS 
TOWN – FREE COFFEE AND CAKE”. This campaign attracted almost 400 by-
pass travellers into town in one month, where they encountered not only coffee 
and cake, but also a visitor information service that directed them to local 
businesses through a “goods and services on display” in the London House 
Café. TAI had effectively reversed the by-pass influence, and opened up the 
town to tourism and commercial activity; 
 
 

 
Claire and Shelley did a wonderful job welcoming visitors to Talbot and diverting 

them from the By-pass and into town. 
 
Soon, the London House Café became very attractive to visitors and locals alike. 
Volunteers from the town were recruited and trained to provide hospitality. Some 
young locals became trained in food handling, waiting and hospitality. The café 
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became the hub of local activity and soon the hours of opening were extended. 
Twenty four local people came forward for training to run the café as a small 
community enterprise, while other grants were sought to advance the town in 
other ways. 
 
The tea-bag survey had revealed the towns-people’s need for a place where they 
could meet one-another and get a “decent cup of coffee”. The London House 
Café became that place. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

London House became a coffee shop and a Visitor Information Centre 
(Note the vacant land left of London House) 

 
Another need identified by the tea-bag survey was the need of locals to obtain 
fresh fruit and vegetables. TAI had been unsuccessful in launching a fruit and 
vegetable co-operative in town, but a very wise decision made was to set up a 
Talbot Farmers’ Market and run it once a month to see whether this brought fresh 
goods into town and linked farmers with the residents.  A consultant from the 
Victorian Farmers’ Market Movement was engaged to undertake a feasibility 
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study on whether a Farmers’ Market was likely to succeed in Talbot. The advice 
from this consultant was not to proceed.  Undaunted, TAI decided to proceed and 
a once only grant was provided by the State Government to set up the market on 
the third Sunday in each month, but it had to become self sustaining, as no 
further grants for this purpose were possible. Fees from stall-holders were kept 
low provided the stall-holders donated a sample of their product to a 
wheelbarrow raffle, which raised the money to finance the next market. This 
market has been successfully run by a group of volunteers for more than 10 
years and attracts up to 4,000 people each month. In addition, a community 
sausage sizzle at the market raised and continues to raise funds for local groups 
and associations such as sporting groups, the CFA, the community library, the 
Kindergarten and the Talbot Museum. This market also spawned a Talbot Town 
Hall craft market, which provided addition goods for sale such as work-socks and 
local crafts. Additional grants have been obtained to expand and develop the 
Market in the later years. Now a Provender Store is planned as a way of 
expanding the Market into the nearby Community Centre and to develop much 
needed shops 
 
Then followed the experimental phase (again based on the survey results) when 
facilities were developed and offered to the people through the community centre 
complex, such as a meeting room for community events, e.g. a yoga class, a 
music club, a drop in centre for Mums and Youth, a youth drug/alcohol 
information/social activities program to provide an alternative to the local pub, a 
sterile room for visiting medical consultants, such as mothers and their babies 
clinic, podiatrists. Film nights, men’s health nights, CPR for farmers, a book club, 
computer and digital photography courses, a food handler’s course in the context 
of the Café, a furniture display centre courtesy of the local timber mill and a 
cooking class emerged and moved to individual houses. Not all of these 
initiatives were continued, but they demonstrated that the community centre was 
worthy of consideration as a Neighbourhood House under the State 
Government’s Program, which eventually was funded. It also demonstrated that 
the Town of Talbot was not a back-water even though it had a stream called 
Back Creek running through it. The levels of community pride and the satisfaction 
with liveability burgeoned, especially when the café put on regular weekly  Friday 
night  “Happy Hours” promoting the local wine industry and giving people a taste 
of fine dining to go with their coffee. 
 
TAI then focussed its attention on the Lyons Commercial Hotel and secured the 
grants required to convert the rear section of this hotel and its adjacent two 
storey building into a community information and resource centre. Once again 
this work was undertaken by a group of up to 40 volunteers, who cleaned bricks 
for building by tradesmen from the local area, thus stimulating the local economy. 
The volunteers also undertook painting and other menial work to make the new 
renovations look good. Overall, some $1.2 million was raised from grants, sale of 
bricks, auctions and other fund raising initiatives. This renovated building was 
soon being used to meet more needs of the people of Talbot from their tea-bag 
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survey, such as a small meeting room for clubs and associations, the on-line 
centre for computer use and training, a gallery  for local art work, a second hand 
clothing shop and a larger room for major events. There was a small room that 
provided a sterile place for the visits by health professionals such as mothers and 
babies, chiropodists, yoga trainers and youth health workers. This room later 
became a location for a Bendigo Bank automatic teller machine - (ATM) to serve 
the needs of Farmers’ Market patrons and local businesses and provide cash to 
their customers. The two storey section at the rear of the hotel became offices, a 
home for the On-Line Centre, an art gallery and centres for local community 
groups. 
 
In the mean time, there was interest in converting a piece of dirt adjacent to the 
London House Café (see the photo on page 6) into a Community Garden as a 
way of beautifying the area and representing local features. The people of Talbot 
designed this garden after consultation and produced a garden with cuttings and 
plants from their home gardens, such as perfumed roses and shrubs, a bird 
attracting section, a treed section of olives and espaliered fruit trees and a herb 
and vegetable section to provide goods for the café. The espaliers shaded and 
protected people who chose to eat al fresco on the Café’s veranda, an altogether 
pleasant area with a north facing aspect. This garden has since been maintained 
by a group of dedicated voluntary gardeners, who attend to the maintenance of 
the garden on a regular weekly basis. The garden has won many local gardening 
awards, adding to community pride. 
 



 9 

 
On the southern side of the Café, a patenque court was built, but very few people 
were playing there, so the decision was made to convert this area into Market 
Square where for one Sunday in the month, stall holders could set up under 
market umbrellas to enhance the market atmosphere, greatly appreciated by 
market patrons. Market Square was also set up as an outdoor entertainment and 
story telling area. The area was paved with cleaned used bricks, it was 
surrounded by seating, a flagpole was erected on a raised dais, from which 
stories from Talbot’s history of gold mining could be told by actors in period 
costume, introduced by appropriate music, the raising of a flag appropriate for 
the story teller and his/her nationality and with a sculpture called “The Miner’s 
Arrival” donated by an artistic “friend of Talbot”. During its first Heritage Week-
end, a number of stories were told in this setting, about pioneers and miners who 
came to the goldfields and left their marks on the environment and other 
disasters such as shop/house fires, major events and mining accidents. This 
keeps Talbot’s history and heritage alive for locals and visitors. 
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Most of these developments were in response to the outcomes of the tea bag 
survey, conducting in 2003, so by 2008, the first 5 year plan had been 
satisfactorily completed and a new 5 year plan was embarked upon. 
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Market Square – ready for outdoor entertainment and story-telling 
 
 
The next instalment of this exciting story about how Talbot survived and thrived 
will include how the Talbot Farmer’s Market evolved and started responding to 
the people’s need for fresh fruit and vegetables, which spread far and wide to 
meet a regional need and a close connection between the producers of food and 
the consumers of that food. It was not long before it became apparent that the 
people who attended the Farmers’ Market and Town Hall Market really 
appreciated the access that this gave them to fresh fruit, vegetables and crafts. 
There was a great deal of appreciation for the ambience created by the main 
street’s market atmosphere. The popularity of the market soon was spreading to 
most of the major towns around Talbot and even to as far away as Melbourne. 
Mini buses started to bring customers from their towns and market stall holders 
were also delighted at their takings as the crowds grew with this popularity. The 
London House Café also welcomed the influx of thousands of additional 
customers who flocked to the Café for coffee and snacks and enjoyed the al 
fresco and garden atmosphere. It would be true to say that the Talbot Farmers’ 
Market is one of the best rural and regional markets in Victoria. So much for a 
consultant’s recommendations!! 
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Having occupied the 3rd Sunday in each month with a successful event, TAI then 
turned its attention to what could be offered on the other 3 week- ends in each 
month. There had been some experimentation with the Outdoor entertainment 
area adjacent to London House Café in the form of heritage story telling from the 
dais under the flagpole and a number of interesting heritage stories had been 
written using the stories that appeared in the 1860s edition of the local 
newspaper called the Talbot Leader. There was a valiant attempt to initiate a 
Heritage Week-end, where a range of heritage events could be offered, such as 
a guided walking tour of the town, the telling of a story in Market Square and a 
visit to the Talbot Museum or the Amherst Cemetery. The opportunity to explore 
this option came in 2007, when Talbot’s St Michael and All Angels Church was 
selected by the Ballarat Organ Festival as a venue for one of its events. Organ 
Festival patrons came to Talbot for a packed two session recital in the Church 
where morning tea and lunch were provided raising funds in aid of the recently 
installed Fincham Pipe Organ, which needed restoration and renovation. This 
Double event was followed by a walking tour of the town and a story telling event 
in Market Square, all of which were greatly appreciated by the Festival patrons. 
 
This opportunity certainly whetted the appetite for a heritage weekend on a 
regular basis, but the first attempt at a Heritage week end in 2008 faltered for the 
following reasons: 
1. Only a handful of people were available from the town to orchestrate the 
event; 
2. There was no marketing plan to bring people to town to observe such events 
without another major event like an Organ Festival recital;  
3. There were some costs involved such as period costume hire, a shortage of 
willing actors to tell the stories and insufficient walking tour guides. 
4. The event became entangled with a “collectables” market that detracted from 
the original purpose and quality of staging a historical presentation. 
 

 
The Talbot Farmers’ Market in full swing in the main street of the town 
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It is currently planning to expand into a Provender Store in the Community 
Centre which will be open at other times during the month than just the Market 
Sunday. 
 
Seeing the giant strides that Talbot was taking in its own growth and 
development a decision was made by the local Shire Council to provide the town 
with an upgrade to its streets, bluestone gutters, footpaths and tree-scape.  This 
work was recently started just as the Talbot Action Inc Passenger Train Task 
Force succeeded in getting the State Government to restore passenger train 
services to Maryborough and incorporating a stop at a brand new Talbot railway 
station. 
 
Thus with streetscape grossly improved, public transport system trains in place  
(although a tourism friendly timetable is yet to be devised) and a thriving 
Farmers’ Market attracting up to 4,000 people a month Talbot is now on the 
ladder that takes it up to population growth, housing development a burgeoning 
heritage tourism with possible jobs growth and economic revival. 
 
There is only one major impediment to Talbot’s future growth and development, 
and that is an archaic and failing septic tank system of effluent and water 
disposal and house blocks too small to support housing and population growth 
with such an archaic system. The catchcry is now, “Sewerage for Talbot”, a 
developmental cost that is currently prohibitive for a town of this size. So the 
Talbot community is in a classical “Catch 22” situation. No population growth 
without sewerage and no sewerage without population growth. 
 
TAI is not daunted by this dilemma. The TAI Sewerage Task force has been 
reconvened and reinvigorated and has launched into a Sewerage for Talbot 
Campaign. With a State election coming up in November 2014, hopes are high 
that a political party and a State Government will emerge that has the will and the 
money to solve the town of Talbot’s dilemma. Watch this space! 
 
 
 
 
 


