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Renmark Irrigation Trust was the Council responsible for rebuilding the irrigation settlement in Renmark
after the 1956 Flood. It was a momentous task. The costs involved in reconstructing roads, relocating

flood levees, rebuilding and reconnecting irrigation channels and blocks were overwhelming. 

Today a panel of Renmark residents talk about their memories of RIT’s role in the reconstruction, and
how families rebuilt their lives. 

"Let us never have to suffer again the 
tragedy of 1956"

Max Burr
The Panel:

Chair of the Panel:
James John

Robert Tucker Clack John Ian Tolley



River commenced to rise above pool level in May 1956.
Work to protect levees in mid-June for an anticipated peak of 25 feet. 
2 July - Peak expected to be 26 feet 10 inches - work 
commenced on reconditioning the 1931 levees.
9 July – Peak expected to be 28 feet. Work on levees accelerated. 
31 July – Peak expected to be 28 feet 6 inches. Flood 
work expanded and emergency plans prepared.
7 August – Peak expected to be 29 feet. Appeals made for 
outside volunteer aid.
14 August – Peak expected to be 29 feet 6 inches.
After the level passed 29 feet 6 inches several miles of levees failed. 
24 August – River unexpectedly rose to peak of 30 feet 7 ¾
 inches. Women, children, and elderly were evacuated.

Pool level 19 feet (5.8 metres)
Peak of the Flood 30 feet 7 ¾ inches  (11 feet 7 3/4 inches)
River rose 3.5 metres and 340GL per day flowed past Renmark  
River rose unexpectedly due to ‘banking up’ against rail, 
road embankments and the decking of bridges 

River levels

Inundation of Renmark hospital, Renmark high school, show 
grounds, Army HQ, women’s bowling club, tennis club, roads, 
channels. Two bridges collapsed.
Almost every public building in the township was affected by 
seepage 
There were 400 homes in flooded and seepage affected areas 
(estimated repairs £60,000)
Over 600 acres of trees and almost 1000 acres of vines in flooded 
and seepage affected areas (estimated restoration £280,000)
Crop losses estimated to be £120,000
The estimated cost to repair roads and channels £195,000.
Cost of constructing Renmark’s flood defences against future floods 
c £240,000
Total rehabilitation costs to exceed £800,000 (or over $27 million in 
2023) 

Loss and damage through inundation and seepage

Significant data about the 1956 Flood 
 Flood Relief Committee Survey, 26 November 1956
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Drainage and salinity. Both problems existed, and were being 
addressed, before the flood but were exacerbated by it. In 1957 the 
RIT Board acknowledged the need for a Comprehensive Drainage 
Scheme and progress towards that goal began. By 1966 a tile drain 
system was established but the opening in 1984 of the pump from 
Disher Creek to Noora Basin was the culmination of decisions made 
after the 1956 flood.
The two Renmark councils had attempted amalgamation several 
times after the RIT District Council was formed in 1900 and the 
Renmark Town Council in 1904. The difficulties created by two 
bodies being responsible for the defence and then rehabilitation of 
greater Renmark added impetus to renewed calls for amalgamation. 
Negotiations began in 1957 and continued until early 1960. The 
dealbreaker in the negotiations was the offer from the Playford 
government of financial incentives to fund the Comprehensive 
Drainage Scheme in return for the RIT giving up its involvement in 
local government. That plan was supported by the RIT constituents 
(landowners) who also voted in 1945 to remove the acreage vote 
which was replaced by a one owner, one vote franchise.
The levee system was reorganized to protect critical infrastructure
such as the hospital and to avoid cutting through private land.

The 7 local Governments of the Upper Murray Region agreed 
that the regional name Riverland be used to describe the area, to 
provide clearer branding.
The push to replace the Blanchetown ferry with a bridge gained 
momentum. It opened in 1964.
The Renmark Distillery bridge the first pre-stressed concrete bridge 
constructed in South Australia, was designed in 1958 and built in 
1960.
The Paringa causeway road was constructed at the same height as 
the railway.

Some other Consequences

Some Consequences of 1956 Flood within the RIT District
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The Panel:

Max Burr

Robert Tucker

Clack John

Ian Tolley

Max was 18 in 1956. He lived on a 20-acre mixed fruit block.
He grew grapes which were harvested and dried to make
currants and sultanas. Max left school in 1954 and was living
and working at the family’s Goolwa Street block at the time of
the flood. His property was behind the High School flood
bank.

Ian was 26 at the time of the 1956 flood. He lived in Tarcoola
Street, which was above the flood line. Ian assisted in all aspects
of the flood work. He worked every day for 3 months, while his
wife Noelle managed the orchard and nursery. His father John
Tolley, who had recently retired as Chief Engineer at RIT, offered
his expertise to assist the flood response. He was the flood
section leader of the 60’ area.

Robert was 25 in 1956. He had bought his father’s fruit block in
Nelbuck Street and was working on the block at the time of the
flood. He filmed the building of levees at Renmark North. Robert
remembers the salt rising up in areas which had not been
flooded, after the waters subsided. This caused huge problems
for growers in the irrigation settlement who lost thousands of
vines and stone fruit trees in the ensuing months.

At the time of the 1956 Flood I was 29 years old and living Sixteenth Street,
having purchased the home 2 years prior. I was working as the Pharmacist for
Hagley-Chemist and although many of the businesses closed to allow staff to
help with levee banks etc. we had to remain open, hence my actual
involvement in flood mitigation was limited. During the "crisis"time of the
flood, my wife Val and daughter Bev lived with her parents in Berri. One
involvement I had was patrolling the levee bank on Paringa Street at night,
together with my neighbour Dick Smith. This was done on a shift basis using a
Hurricane Lantern for light.



“Let us never have to suffer again
the tragedy of 1956”

Renmark Irrigation Trust and the Rehabilitation of Renmark after the 
1956 Flood



The Flood
May – September 1956 



168 Bookmark Avenue



Picking oranges at Bookmark Avenue



Ontario Street



Ontario Street – Melva Matulin



Twenty First Street near Olivewood



Restoring phone lines in Bookmark Creek







Fergies, McCormicks
and other tractors were 

the backbone of  the flood 
effort



Tractor scoops and seepage units were in demand 



9 August 1956



16 August 1956 



23 August 1956 



Max Burr and 
Teddy in 

Classroom 1 
Renmark High 

School 

August 1956



A Fergie 
tractor fell 

into the 
floodwaters 

while 
working on 
the Tapio 

Street levee



Peak on August 24

11 feet 7 ¾ inches above
pool level 

*3.5 metres (2022 flood was 2.9 metres)



“There will always be a Renmark”



30 August 1956



Catering for flood workers at the Institute Building 
August 30, 1956



63 kms of roads destroyed
6 kms of channels 

over 300 homes 
and

Over 1000 acres of trees
and vines



Premier Playford’s visit 6 September 1956



September 1956



Dewatering 
Commences October 

1956



“When the flood waters receded, it looked like the First 
World War battlefields in Flanders”

Don Tripney RIT staff member from 1954 to 1990



Five RIT pumps clear 
water from 500 acres 
of land in Bookmark 
Avenue







The Trust 
pumps
out the Crescent 
blocks



November 1956 - RIT operates 6 water harvesters for 
dewatering. 800 acres have been dewatered



1957 

Reconstruction of roads, 
bridges and channels

Residents face big 
challenges in restoring 

their livelihoods



Max Burr’s father Fred and his flooded vineyard – Goolwa Street



Fred Burr 
changed to 
dairying after 
the flood 
destroyed his 
vineyards



Carting hay for the dairy



Paringa Road reopens – 21 January 1957 



Last trip of the Paringa shuttle – 31 January 1957



Repair of section of Ral Ral Bridge – 7 March 1957



Harvesting sultana grapes at Olivewood – 14 March 1957



By September 1957
over £115,000 

from the Lord Mayor’s River 
Murray Flood Relief Fund  

had been assigned to affected 
growers



Drainage and 
salinity problems 
were exacerbated by 
the 1956 Flood

In response, RIT’s 
comprehensive 
drainage scheme 
starts in 1961 



RIT’s 
Ransome and 
Rapier 
Excavator 
digging 
seepage drains 



It was not until
June 1959, that 
grants, including 
compensation for 
land covered by 
flood banks, was 
finalised
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