
Introduction
Rabbits were ideal animals to transport half-way around the
world to the new penal colony in New South Wales. They were
small, required little food, bred easily, were edible, and were
among the livestock carried to Australia on the First Fleet in
1788. But they all died on the voyage or soon after. Many
subsequent early introductions were successfully farmed, but
if the rabbits escaped, they usually died (Munday 2017:6–12).
After failing with several batches of English domestic rabbits,
Thomas Austin imported and released two-dozen wild-caught
rabbits on his Barwon Park estate west of Geelong in late
December 1859. His imported wild rabbits were successful,
but by January 1865 Austin ominously concluded: ‘They are a
perfect nuisance’ (The Argus 5 Jan. 1865:5). By mid-1869
Austin reported that: ‘Netting has been constantly going on,
but it has been found impossible to keep [rabbits] down’ (The
Wallaroo Times and Mining Journal 27 Jun. 1868:6).

He was not the only landholder bothered by the nuisance.
Rabbits escaped and were deliberately released, spreading
across the fertile volcanic plains of the Western District of
Victoria. As they spread, their status changed from protected
private property to a serious pest (Munday 2017; Rolls 1984).
The approach to eradication was simple but labour-intensive
and expensive: erect a rabbit-proof fence around a property or
paddock; burn any brush or log fences and fallen timber; kill
all the rabbits inside by trapping, poisoning, dogs and
shooting; dig out all the burrows, and block all holes with
stones. Fences were critical to prevent reinfestation of clean
areas: 

From 1878 to 1883 I poisoned the rabbits, and I found
that I got them down to a certain limit; but without
fencing they invaded me from all sides, and I was as
bad as ever in 1883. (Lascelles 1891:135)

Before wire netting became standard by the mid-1880s,
many different types of fences were tried—paling, picket, slab
and stubb—but all proved inadequate, and were not suited to
the shallow rocky soils of the lava fields of the Corangamite
area of the Western District. Dry stone walls had been used
here for many years, and unlike Britain where some rabbit
warrens (specific fields for farmed rabbits) were fenced with
walls (Dennison 2004), the Victorian walls proved no barrier
to the rabbits (The Australasian 19 Jun. 1869:22). Worse,
rabbits found ideal habitat in the many holes and gaps in walls,
and many were riddled with the pests. 

The Victorian government took over 10 years to respond to
the ‘rabbit nuisance’ with legislation, but there was no
specification for a rabbit-proof fence. Instead, the first
legislation empowered Inspectors to order the destruction of
‘any brushwood or leg fence or stone wall’ believed to be
‘harbor or cover for rabbits’ (The Rabbit Suppression Act 1880
[Vic.], s. 9). Because of the high cost of the walls and the need
for them across the lava fields, starting in the 1870s many
landholders tried to rabbit-proof their walls. With the
exception of Peter Manifold’s famous Rabbit Wall at Lake
Purrumbete, such rabbit-proofed walls have not been
recognised in previous studies (Corangamite Dry Stone Walls
Conservation Project 1995). Neither Vines (1990) nor the
heritage study of walls at Melton (Planning Collaborative
[Vic.] 2011a, b) recorded any from the area immediately west
and northwest of Melbourne. Similarly, none is recorded from
northern Tasmania where walls are locally common (Tassell
1988:19–20). 

In this paper I describe several distinct but overlapping
forms of rabbit-proofed walls that were recorded in January
2010 and November 2019, during specific fieldwork recording
dry stone walls in the Western District of Victoria. The focus
here is on what may be called ‘full-sized walls’ that have been
modified in some way to make them rabbit-proof. I do not
include ‘composite walls’, a combination of a low wall with an
integral post-and-rail or post-and-wire fence embedded in the
wall, usually rabbit-proofed with wire netting. Many were
carefully constructed low walls, but others were more a way of
disposing of stones collected off a paddock.

Rabbit-proofed walls in the Western District 
in 1885
Rabbits had crossed the Murray River into southwestern New
South Wales by 1878 (Stodart and Parer 1988:7), but it was not
until late October 1885, when they were already half-way
across the colony, that the Government sought information on
the best fences to use. On 26 October 1885, Thomas Hewitt
Myring, the recently-appointed Head of the NSW Rabbit
Branch, commenced his inspection tour of Victoria to ‘inquire
into the merits of the varied character of rabbit-proof fencing,
more especially with respect to the efficacy of wire-netting’
(Sydney Morning Herald 11 Nov. 1885:13). His itinerary was
organised by the Victorian government and wealthy
pastoralists who had invested heavily in rabbit extermination
and fences. They visited a number of stations in western and
northern Victoria (Figure 1). Myring’s report is entirely
focussed on wire-netting fences, with no mention of walls
(Myring 1886). However, he was accompanied by an
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anonymous reporter from The Sydney Morning Herald who
provided considerably more information in a series of articles
describing many fences, including a number of modified walls
(Table 1). 

Modifying walls in the Western District 
The first, and most drastic action was to demolish a wall and
disperse or remove the stones. This was enforced by the Rabbit
Inspectors. The Messrs Cumming, of Stony Point (southeast of
Mt Fyans), had ‘their stonewall fences pulled down, and the
estate enclosed with wire fencing [wire netting], for the
purpose of preventing the rabbits from having a harborage in
the stone wall’ (Geelong Advertiser 28 Mar. 1881:2). However,
walls were expensive investments, and landholders were very
reluctant to demolish them and replace them with netting
fences that cost almost as much. Instead, they modified their
walls. There were four basic modifications to reduce features
that would assist rabbits crossing a wall, although not all were
used in modified walls (Figure 2): 

• re-building a wall on deeper foundations so that it rests on
bedrock and thus rabbits cannot burrow under it; 

• only allowing throughstones (see Nomenclature at the end
of the text for wall terms) to project to the inner, rabbit-free
side of the wall; 

• using flat coping stones overhanging on the outside; 

• plugging all holes in the wall to prevent rabbits sheltering
inside and/or using the holes to get through.

More complex modifications involved adding slats and/or
wire netting under the coping to form overhangs, adding
netting to form a vertical or sloping barrier above the wall, and
filling a trench on the outside of the wall with broken metal,
glass or spalls of rock to prevent rabbits digging close to the
wall.

Of all the modified walls, the most well-known are Peter
Manifold’s ‘Rabbit Walls’ at Lake Purrumbete (Figure 3). The
original walls, ‘four or five feet high, and two broad’, were
erected in 1857 (Bonwick 1858:30–31). Plagued by rabbits, in
May 1878, he was: 

… making great progress with our Rabbit proof wall
from [Lake Purrumbete] on towards the main Colac
road and so propose [to] continue it on to Coran-
gamite. However, I am not so sanguine of success ...
(Manifold 1984:185)

Manifold was not the first to modify his walls. James
Robertson from neighbouring Colac had done so earlier, and
on 27 August 1877 he replied to Manifold’s request for
information:
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Table 1: Summary of modified dry stone walls seen in the Western District during Myring’s inspection in late 1885.
Station1 and owner                                Modified walls                                                                                                                             Reference2

Greenmeadows (Robert Chirnside)         Several chains of stone wall 3 feet high with 18-inch wide wire overhang below coping,          SMH 11 Nov.
                                                                ‘abandoned as being too expensive’.                                                                                           1885:13
Larra (John Lang Currie)                         Dry stone walls ‘levelled’. Boundary with Mt Elephant: planned but not built: 2 feet high          SMH 11 Nov.
                                                                wall topped by 3 feet high netting.                                                                                                1885:13
Lake Purrumbeet3 (Peter Manifold)         ‘gigantic stone wall which presents itself for 15 miles along the Burrumbeet property...            SMH 12 Nov.
                                                                It is 5 feet 9 inches high, and on the top 2-feet battens are kept in place by the                       1885:7
                                                                coping-stones…The wall is built right down to the natural rock, sometimes to a depth 
                                                                of several feet’.                                                                                                                             
Pomborneit (Robert Inglis)                       Wall ‘about 5 feet 6 inches high, and capped with battens, which project over the outer           SMH 17 Nov. 
                                                                side. It goes down to rock in many places, and altogether costs about £160 per chain’.4          1885:5
Terrinallum (William Bailey                      Netting 1¼ inch mesh ‘used on the coping of deeply-bedded stone walls’.                                SMH 18 Nov. 
and Agar Wynne)                                                                                                                                                                                          1885:9
Notes: References to netting fences are omitted.
1. See Figure 1 for locations.
2. References to four-part series on ‘Rabbit Destruction in Victoria’ by ‘Our special correspondent’.
3. Like many others at the time and since, the reporter used the orthographic variant ‘Burrumbeet’. 
4. The cost given (£160 per chain) is a typographic error for £160 per mile.

Figure 1: Victorian stations (red dots) in
the Western District with modified walls
visited by Thomas Myring during his
inspection of rabbit fences in late 1885.
Note the location of Barwon Park (cross)
and the Victorian Mallee Fence.
(Image: John Pickard; basemap:
CartoTech Services)



I duly received your letter of the 18th. inst. with enquiry
about the stone walls.
The walls or at least those built some years ago to keep
out Rabbits were 4 ft. 4” without the coping which was
not less than 8in. and projected 4 in to either side. The
wall was 3 ft. at the bottom, 14 in. at the top and the
foundations were not sunk, but a drain was cut on
either side 15 in. wide and 15 deep filled with small
spalls. We would however advise sinking the
foundation in lieu of the drain. The cost was about 35/-
a chain, exclusive of the drains but the stone with us
had to be carted a considerable distance, in some
cases three quarters of a mile, being so close with you
should considerably lessen the expense. (Robertson
1877)

Others filled the ‘drain’ with ‘broken metal and bottles’
(Riverine Grazier 12 Mar. 1879:2).

If building a wall from scratch, the coping would be large
flat rocks overhanging the outer face of the wall (Figure 3a).
An existing coping could be replaced with flat stones to
achieve the same overhang (Modification 1). Another
approach was to ensure that the throughstones did not project
beyond the outer face of the wall. This removed a set of steps
that rabbits could use to climb the wall (Figure 3b). Plugging
the outer batter (at least) became standard. A more direct
approach was to tear down an existing wall and re-erect it on
foundations set in a trench dug down to bedrock to prevent
rabbits burrowing under the wall (Willingham 1995:49–50).
Identifying such walls in the field would be difficult without
excavating the foundations. 

Another form of overhang was formed with sawn or split
wooden slats laid side-by-side under the coping (Modification
2; Figure 3c). The well-known Corangamite Rabbit Wall is the
best example of this modification. 
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Figure 2: Modifications of dry stone walls to make them rabbit-proof. (John Pickard)
0.   Basic wall with coping, and throughstones projecting on both sides. Foundations are not shown.
1.  Four basic modifications: flat overhanging coping, throughstones projecting on inside only, wall rebuilt on foundations extended down to bedrock, and
     plugging holes (Figures 3a, 3b and 4a). Rubble-filled trenches were less common. Individual walls may not show all modifications, particularly trenches.
2.  Adjacent wooden slats forming overhang to outside (Figure 3c).
3.  Wire netting under coping or netting on top of coping and held down with rocks, or both (Figures 4a and 4b).
4.  Wire netting under coping supported by widely spaced slats, may have second net on top of coping and held down with rocks (Figure 4c).
5.  Netting overhanging on both outside and inside, supported by widely spaced slats and outer barbed wires (Figure 4d).
6.  Added sloping post set in ground and with barbed wire stapled on top. Netting under coping and then up sloping posts, tied to barbed wire (Figure 5a).
7.  Added sloping post tied to post set in ground. Netting under coping and then up sloping post. Two plain wires provide additional support for the netting 
     (Figure 5b).
8.  Wire netting under coping supported by widely spaced slats, with a second netting supported on short droppers and plain wires (Figure 5c).



An easier approach (Modification 3; Figure 4a) was used
by John Cumming on Terrinallum: 

The walls enclosing the property are being made rabbit
proof. A projecting-ledge of wire netting, of which a
large quantity will be required, is to be built in so as to
prevent the rabbits from jumping over. (The Camper-
down Chronicle 27 Jan. 1883:2) 

At least one wall has two layers of netting (Modification 3;
Figure 4b). The first was either incorporated during erection
by laying netting under the coping or was added later by
removing and replacing the coping stones. Like the example
above, it was supported on widely-spaced slats. Subsequently,
another layer was added above the coping, and held with
widely-spaced rocks. 

Placing netting under the coping, where it would be
supported by widely-spaced slats, required more effort (Modi-
fication 4; Figure 4c). Typically, the netting would only project
on the outside of the wall.

Subsequent owners (William Bailey and Agar Wynne)
continued modifying the 80 miles of walls on Terrinallum: 

... all of which was made rabbit proof. Much of it had
to be taken down and rebuilt, and the boundary walls
were finished with a wire netting across the top.
(Sydney Morning Herald 18 Nov. 1885:9)

W. Cumming Jnr also rebuilt his walls at Mt Fyans, adding
netting that overhung on both the inner and outer sides of the
walls (Modification 5):

The old walls were... pulled down and rebuilt in such
an excellent manner that no rabbit could make way
through them, much less find a home in them. To

prevent them scaling the walls a wire netting 2ft. 6in.
broad was laid along the top, and a heavy copestone
laid on it. This netting, projecting about 10in. on either
side of the wall, renders it impossible for any rabbit to
climb over. Where the soil was light and easily worked
ditches were dug on each side of the wall, and filled
with well-rammed stones, in order to prevent the
rabbits borrowing under. The stone walls, of which
there are fully 30 miles on the estate that once formed
such a stronghold for the rabbits, are now thoroughly
rabbit-proof fences. (The Australasian 22 May
1886:11)

Why go to the extra expense of building the inner
overhang? Although it appears irrational, there is no doubt that
Cumming had good reasons for doing so, even if they are
unclear today. One example uses netting supported on slats,
with outer lines of barbed wire on both the inside and outside
(Figure 4d). In direct contrast, some walls were built to allow
rabbits to escape from inside the enclosure: ‘The Purrumbete
barriers were also constructed with prominent throughstones
... and additionally had occasional stone ramps or buttresses on
the inside face to facilitate the “escape” of unwelcome guests’
(Willingham 1995:50).

Added netting was also supported on posts leaning against
the inside of the wall. The battle by Watson and Inglis on
Stoneyford Estate (south-east of Pomborneit) illustrates one
sequence of attempts leading to the addition of posts and
netting to a wall:

First they tried trapping in conjunction with rooting
out the ferns and clearing the stones. Finding that this
failed, they built a stone wall 5 ft. 6 in. high from the
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Figure 3: Sections of the Corangamite Rabbit Wall, built in 1878
around Lake Purrumbeet: 
a) Exterior of a wall with overhanging coping of flat rocks, but
no projecting throughstones (north of Pomborneit, Victoria: 38o

13.4’S 143o 19.2’E); 
b) Overhanging coping of flat rocks, and throughstones
projecting on inner surface of wall only (north of Pomborneit,
Victoria: 38o 14.2’S 143o 19.0’E); 
c) Wooden slats under the coping, (northwest of Pomborneit,
Victoria: 38o 16.0’S 143o 17.3’E). (Photos: John Pickard 2010)



surface of the ground, and sunk 18 in. into the soil,
with a board projecting outwards 6 in. from the top.
This also proved useless. Next, portion of the wall was
pulled down, and 2 ft. 6 in. wire netting erected over
the top. But the rabbits run [sic] up the face of the wall,
and then climbed the wire netting, using the wires of
the mesh for steps. The fence has at last been made
rabbit-proof by being rebuilt, slanting outwards, with
the wire netting at an angle of nearly 45 degrees. (The
Australasian Pastoralists’ Review 15 Feb. 1892:470)

At least two variations occur. The simpler (Modification 6;
Figure 5a) uses posts set inside the wall and leaning against it.
Netting is added under the coping and then runs up to barbed
wire supported on the posts, thus creating a high overhang on
the outside of the wall. A more complex version (Modification
7; Figure 5b) uses posts leaning against the wall, and tied to a
post set in the ground. The netting runs from under the coping
and is supported by a mid-wire and a second wire on the 
upper edge. 

The final modification involves two strips of netting, one
supported by widely-spaced slats under the coping, and a
second arranged vertically on the outside of the wall

(Modification 8; Figure 5c). Short sawn wooden droppers
supported this additional netting. Plain wire running from the
tops of the droppers to the coping helps keep the droppers
vertical. 

Conclusions
Rabbits were probably the largest and longest disruption to
Australian agriculture. While rabbiters may have benefitted
enormously, and millions of rabbit carcasses and skins were
exported (Munday 2017), all classes of landholders struggled
to cope. Fences were essential to all methods of controlling/
eradicating rabbits. Paling, slab, picket and stubb fences fell by
the wayside, but were still cost-effective in some situations in
the late 1880s. By 1885, when the Victorian government
erected the first Australian barrier fence (Victorian Mallee
Fence; Figure 1), the design of netting fences was (with
variations) standardised. More-or-less identical structures
were legislated in each colony starting in 1885 and continuing
to the present. 

For the landholders on the stony volcanic areas of the
Western District, walls were almost essential. Their attempts at
rabbit-proofing their walls demonstrate ingenuity in almost
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Figure 4a: Gaps between the coping stones and in the wall were plugged before the coping was topped with netting (arrowed), held down by closely-
spaced rocks. North of Pomborneit, North Victoria (38o 12.7’S 143o 17.0’E).
Figure 4b: The lower (older) net is supported by widely-spaced slats, and only extends half-way across the wall. It is fully under the coping stones. The
upper (newer) net lies on top of the coping and is held by widely-spaced rocks. Unlike the lower net, which was manufactured narrow, the upper has only
one selvedge showing it was cut from a wider roll. West of Pirron Yallock, Victoria (38o 20.7’S 143o 23.6’E). 
Figure 4c: Dry stone wall modified with overhang of wire netting supported on widely-spaced wooden slats to make it rabbit-proof. West of Pirron Yallock,
Victoria (38o 20.7’S 143o 23.4’E).
Figure 4d: View along the top of a wall showing widely-spaced slats supporting outer barbed wires and netting overhangs on both sides of the wall. 
The netting and slats are under the coping. Cressy–Shelford Road, east of Cressy, Victoria (38o 01.2’S 143o 47.5’E). (All images by John Pickard, 2010).



desperate efforts to avoid tearing down expensive and
necessary walls and rebuilding them in a more rabbit-proof
manner, or replacing them with netting fences. In many places
the ground was too rocky to dig postholes, so landholders had
little option but to persist with their walls. These landholders
were still modifying their walls in the late 1890s.

The range of modified walls, primarily in the Corangamite
area, is unique in Australia. There is no obvious reason for
their absence in nearby Melton, but it may suggest different
attitudes and approaches to rabbits. The modifications also
appear to be unique to Australia, with no similar examples
reported internationally.

Dry stone walls are highly regarded heritage objects,
endowed with almost mythic importance that is rarely
accorded to other fences. In large part this is due to the
aesthetics of walls, and the relatively short life of other fences.
The modifications reported here add another layer to the
cultural heritage of dry stone walls, recording an aspect of the
fight against rabbits not previously recognised. 
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Nomenclature 
Dry stone walls were usually built with sloping sides (batters)
resting on foundation stones. The centre of the wall was filled
with rubble. Gaps between the stones in the batters were
plugged with small stones to block off access for rabbits.
Throughstones projecting from one batter bound the two sides
together, increasing stability. The wall was capped by a coping
formed by a row of (usually) similar-sized stones.
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