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The 2024-2025 year witnessed significant award program and 
sponsorship initiatives. 

Our cultural sponsorships included supporting the August 
2024 Performance Festival organised by the Speech & Drama 
Teachers of Victoria and the November 2024 Tolmie Muster 
held in Victoria’s high country by the Victorian Bush Poetry 
and Music Association.  

We also sponsored a campaign by climber, bush walker and 
geologist Marc Hendrickx advocating for public access to the 
Mount Warning National Park and its climbing sites. As with 
Ayers Rock, most Australians have been excluded from 
climbing this site due to Government restrictions related to 
concerns about aboriginal cultural sensitivities. 

Our Branch also endorsed and supported the British Australian Community’s Name Back campaign. 
This campaign promotes the significance and heritage of Australian locations named after our 
pioneers and early settlers and rejects the re-naming of these locations to suit minority agendas. 
We wish this campaign success. 

We have supported both campaigns as a way of promoting and preserving our Australian heritage. 

Our Branch Friday night forums featured insightful presentations by the founder of Mathilde 
Magazine, Veronika Winkels, and the founder of The Borough poetry magazine, Clarence Caddell, 
both previous winners of our grants program. Marc Hendrickx presented a well-received talk on 
his campaign. 

ESU Council member Geoffrey Mills presented a heritage talk about our building renovations, 
accompanied by a tour of our building for all attendees. This talk attracted a capacity audience, 
largely comprising local residents. The heritage building restoration work overseen by Geoffrey 
has culminated in the issuing of a blue plaque by Heritage Victoria, acknowledging the heritage 
character of our former English, Scottish & Australian Chartered Bank building. This plaque is now 
proudly affixed to the exterior wall adjacent to the entry to our building’s former banking 
chambers. Our Branch is proud to have contributed significantly to the preservation of our iconic 
heritage building. 

Under the enthusiastic project management of ESU member Lucas Smith, we embarked on two 
new creative writing initiatives in 2024. 

In December, our Branch hosted the award presentations for our 2024 Formal Verse Contest. This 
contest, promoting formal verse in Australia and allied English-speaking countries, was a great 
success, attracting strong entries from Australian, American and British poets. Stephen Edgar, 
Australia’s foremost formal poet, judged entries and awarded Jesse Keith Butler the winner’s 
award for his poem ‘Continuing City’. Kevin Hart for ‘Learning Greek’ and Marly Youmans for 
‘Ælfstan the Illuminator Begins a Work’ received runner-up awards. I independently awarded the 
President’s Choice Award to Marly Youmans for her inspirational poem. We held these inaugural 
award presentations in conjunction with our end-of-year celebration, with a full house of 
members, friends and several award entrants enjoying readings of the winning poem and live 
poetry readings by two Australian entrants. 

2024 also recorded our Branch’s first Writer’s Residency, a funded period allowing the Writer’s 
Residency recipient, Adam Wesselinoff, to undertake research and write about Australian art 
aesthetics, the stagnation of the spirit of Australian art and its potential for revival.  
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We thank Lucas for his work in delivering those programs. We will continue to sponsor the Formal 
Verse Contest and Writer’s Residency program in 2025, adding a new initiative – a youth writing 
contest – to our array of cultural programs. 

With the support of Bonfire Books, we published our Branch history, In Bonds of Comradeship -  
A History of the English-Speaking Union Victoria Branch 1919-2019, covering 100 years of our 
Branch’s achievements. This historical record highlights the contributions of many remarkable 
ESU leaders and members over a century of our Branch’s existence. 

The 2025 financial year concluded with a new direction set for the English-Speaking Union Victoria 
Branch. 

Following a strategic review, including a survey of Branch members in April and May 2025, ESU 
Council has decided to sell our Ascot Vale building. A key consideration in this decision to sell our 
property has been the inadequate and infrequent use of our building both by aligned associations 
and by our own members. ESU Council has determined that the resources required to continue to 
operate a sizeable heritage property outweigh the benefits of retaining this property.  

This strategic review also led to the decision to modify our Branch operations by reducing our 
focus on functions and talks and increasing our focus on our cultural and educational programs 
and activities. This enhanced focus on our core purposes will allow us to direct more resources to 
advancing our cultural and educational objectives.  

Once we have completed internal re-plastering and re-painting work, we will be putting our 
property on the market. We have established a committee to examine alternative property 
options which better align to our purposes and priorities.  

I conclude by acknowledging the work of our administrative officer, Kristian Noonan, and 
particularly the contributions of all ESU Council members. Without their willingness to volunteer 
their time and effort, ESU would not function effectively. 

I also thank all members who have contributed to our Branch’s programs and activities, whether 
by volunteering on our awards panels, attending our activities or providing practical support at 
our events. 

Robert Furlan 
PRESIDENT 

 
 
 

 
 
In April, the Council reviewed the ESU Strategic Plan. Due to low attendance at scheduled events, 
low input from members, and a decreased need for this building, it was decided to sell ESU’s 
Ascot Vale property. This will allow Council members to direct more of their time and energy 
toward achieving ESU’s goals. 
 
The ESU’s strategic directions remain unchanged, as follows: 

 
Mandate 
The English-Speaking Union (Victoria Branch) is a charity established for the purpose of making 
the English-speaking peoples of the world better known to each other and of engaging in any 
educational work designed to further that end. 

 
Vision 
An engaged community embracing our English-speaking heritage, culture, identity, and connections.  

2. STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS 
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Mission 
To shape the future by promoting the heritage, culture, identity, and fellowship of the English- 
speaking peoples. 

 
Values 

 

We love and advocate 
the heritage and 

culture of English-
speaking peoples. 

We establish and 
foster personal and 

community 
relationships. 

We hold ourselves 
accountable for 

supporting and providing 
quality educational, 

cultural and community 
programs to support our 

vision. 

We act with integrity, 
ensuring what we do 
is ethical and honest. 

Our Strategic Pillars 
 

By promoting and 
advocating the 

traditions and identity 
of the English-

speaking peoples. 

By encouraging and 
fostering goodwill, 
cooperation and 

understanding with 
other organisations 

and the wider 
community. 

So that we are 
an effective 
and efficient 
organisation. 

 

Operations 
 

Directors oversee each area of operational activity. Responsibilities at 30 June 2025 were: 
 

Areas of responsibility Member of Council 

Advocacy / Educational initiatives / Governance & administration Robert Furlan 

Awards / Communications / Cultural & social activities Margaret Birtley AM 

Finance & investments Andrea Shershoff 

Property Geoffrey Mills 
 

Short reports on areas where activity has occurred during the year are provided in sections 3 – 8  
of this document. 

  

LOYALTY CO-OPERATION RESPONSIBILITY RESPECT 

 
 

Consolidate 
our Culture 

 
 
Be active within 
the Community 

 
 

Develop our 
Capability and 

Capacity 
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The Council is the governing body of the ESU. During the period from 1 July 2024 to  
30 June 2025, the Council met on 13 occasions. 

The previous term of President Robert Furlan concluded at the AGM held on 24 November 2024. 
At that meeting, he was re-elected (unopposed) for a further three-year term. 

A vacant director position was on offer but no nominations were received. 

This table lists the directors of the Council as at 30 June 2025. 
 

Role Name First 
elected / 
appointed 

Latest election Number of 
Council meetings 

attended 

President Robert Furlan 2006 24 Nov 2024 12 

Deputy President Andrea Shershoff 2022 27 Nov 2022 12 

Company Secretary Margaret Birtley AM 2017 26 Nov 2023 13 

Treasurer Andrea Shershoff 2023 26 Nov 2023 12 

Director Jay Hutchison 2022 27 Nov 2022 12 

Director Geoffrey Mills 2017 27 Nov 2022 13 

Director Lukas Drobik 2023 26 Nov 2023 12 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Awards program was launched in September 2020. During the 2024-2025 year, the Awards 
were promoted via our E-news, direct emails, and word-of-mouth. 

We thank those ESU members (including some members of the Council) who kindly assisted as 
members of the judging panels for these Awards. 

We congratulate the winners and runners-up in the following categories. 
 

Oldham Wedlick Scholarship 2024 
 

Full scholarship 
Brett Greatley-Hirsch 
 

 
 

Dr Greatley-Hirsch was awarded our 2024 
Oldham Wedlick Scholarship to prepare an 
open-access critical edition of Fair Em, the 
Miller’s Daughter of Manchester, aiming to 
make the text of this anonymous English 
Renaissance play accessible to a global 
readership. The introduction will include 
discussion of the play's stage history, 
including an Ohio State University production 
that will be mounted by Lord Denney's 
Players. The Scholarship is intended to assist 
Dr Greatley-Hirsch in travelling to Columbus, 
Ohio, to attend rehearsals and the full stage 
production of Fair Em in late 2025. 
Learn more about Dr Greatley-Hirsch via his 
website: www.notwithoutmustard.net 

4. AWARDS 

3. GOVERNANCE & ADMINISTRATION 
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Minor Project Grant (July 2024) 
 

Joint Winner 
Victorian Bush Poetry and 
Music Association 

 
 

 
 
The VBPMA was awarded a grant for its annual Tolmie Muster. 
The VBPMA is “dedicated to the promotion of Australian bush 
poetry, yarn-spinning and Australian song and music with the 
weekend Bush Muster celebrating and supporting the traditions, 
history and heritage of traditional Australian Bush Culture.” 
 
Find out more about the organisation here: 
https://www.vbpma.com.au/  

Joint Winner 
Jason Heggie 

 
 

Jason Heggie was awarded a grant to create an online higher 
education School, which aims “to create local communities of 
men who share an interest in intellectual and practical skills 
activities. The 'School' will include content relating to literature, 
philosophy, history, culture, law and civics. These will draw 
primarily from Western and English-speaking materials.” 

 

Minor Project Grant (December 2024) 
 

Winner 
The National Observer 

 

The National Observer produces content that discusses and 
defends the culture, language, heritage, and political interests of 
Australia's English-speaking population. The team plans to use 
our Minor Project Grant to expand the reach of this media 
publication and to professionalise its operations. 
 
 
To find out more about The National Observer, visit: 
https://thenationalobserver.co/ 

 
 

 

Minor Project Grant (March 2025) 
 

Joint Winner 
Dr Liz Rushen AM 

 

Liz received $2,000 towards an exhibition about the first land 
sales in Melbourne, the people who purchased lots, information 
associated with the purchasers, and how the lots were 
developed. The exhibition has working title Evolving Melbourne 
and is scheduled at the Royal Historical Society of Victoria from 
March to July 2026. 

  

https://www.vbpma.com.au/
https://thenationalobserver.co/
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Joint Winner 
Australian Natives 
Association (Victorian 
Branch) 

 

The Australian Natives Association (Victorian Branch) received 
$2,000 for development of their ‘Australian Wikipedia’ website. 

 
 

 

Major Project Grant 2025 
 

Winner 

 
 

Sidestream Press received $10,000 for the expansion and 
development of its publishing activity (including the ongoing 
journal, Observer and Review). 

Runner-up 
Madeleine Clews 

 
 

Madeleine Clews received $3,500 for her research into Seeds 
of Australian English using manuscript letters written in 
Australia during the second half of the 19th century. 

 

Writer’s Residency 2024 Adam Wesselinoff was selected as the inaugural ESU 
Writer-in-Residence for 2024. While at ESU House, Adam 
worked on a book-length project examining the state of 
contemporary religious art in Australia, with a particular 
emphasis on the churches. 

In addition to writing regularly for numerous publications, 
Adam was the outgoing editor of the Catholic Weekly, for 
which he wrote regularly on contemporary art.  

Adam took up his Residency at ESU House from mid-
October to mid-November 2024. 

Adam Wesselinoff 

 
 

https://ausnatives.org/AustralianWikipedia/Main_Page
https://sidestream.press/
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ESU Formal Verse Contest 2024 
In December, we announced the winners of the inaugural ESU Formal Verse Contest, for a 
metrical, rhymed or unrhymed poem of 70 lines or less. 

We received a large number of entries from poets in Australia, the USA, Canada and Germany 
and thank everyone for participating. The final winners were selected by Prime Minister’s 
Award-winning poet Stephen Edgar. The President’s Choice Award was chosen by ESU Victoria 
Branch President Robert Furlan. The winners were announced at an Awards Ceremony at ESU 
House on 14 December 2024. 

A video of the 30-minute presentation ceremony is available via our YouTube channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kOzVD09XHiY  

We congratulate these winners: 

First Prize ($5,000) ‘Continuing City’ - Jesse Keith Butler (Canada). 

Runner-up ($1,000) ‘Learning Greek’ - Kevin Hart (Australia) 

Runner-up ($1,000) ‘Ælfstan the Illuminator Begins a Work’ - Marly Youmans (USA) 

President's Choice Award ($1,000) ‘Ælfstan the Illuminator Begins a Work’ - Marly Youmans 
(USA) 

 
 
 
 
 

As at 30 June 2025, all ESU members have provided email addresses, so posted communications 
are no longer required.  

The ESU uses email to communicate relevant news to members and to a wide range of 
community groups and educational organisations. The ESU operates two social media accounts: 
Facebook and X (formerly Twitter). 

The ESU published twelve editions of the E-News bulletin: #24 in August, #25 in October, #26 
and #27 in October, #28 in November, #29 and #30 in December, #31 in February, #32 in March, 
#33 in April, #34 in May, and #35 in June. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Eligible people can now borrow items from the Sir Owen Dixon Library via mail or in person. The 
mail service allows access to our books and other items for those that are unable to attend ESU 
House. 

 

The ESU was pleased to host the following social events during the year: 

 
2024 (via Zoom) 
 

Saturday 17 August Poems We Love as part of Australia’s national Poetry Month. 
 
2024 (at ESU House) 
 

Friday 6 September Friday Night Forum: Meeting Mathilde - The magazine reclaiming 
women, culture, and history presented by Veronika Winkels. 

  

5. COMMUNICATIONS 

6. CULTURAL & SOCIAL ACTIVITIES 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kOzVD09XHiY
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Saturday 12 October ESU House: A significant heritage building in Ascot Vale – talk by 

Geoffrey Mills & tour.  

Friday 1 November Friday Night Forum: Launch of The Borough poetry journal by Clarence 
Caddell. 

Saturday 14 December Formal Verse Contest ceremony and ESU end-of-year celebration. 

 
2025 (at ESU House) 

Friday 2 May A time traveller’s guide to forbidden places of awe and wonder in 
Australia by Marc Hendrickx. 

Saturday 24 May The Politics of Police Diplomacy: The Australian Experience by  
Dr Martin Hess. 

 
We thank those who helped plan and deliver these activities. 
 

 

In November 2024, ESU released a new book chronicling the first century of our organisation. 
Authored by ESU (Victoria Branch) President Robert Furlan, the book documents the first 100 
years of the Branch and is available in print (hardback or paperback) or as an e-book.  

For more information about In Bonds of Comradeship, and to place your order, please visit our 
website: https://esuvic.org.au/content/centenary-history  

  

https://esuvic.org.au/content/centenary-history
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Financial report 
The ESU’s audited financial report is provided as a separate document for members at the AGM. 

 

Sponsorships 
During 2024-2025, sponsorships were awarded to the Speech & Drama Teachers’ Association of 
Victoria (to support their 2024 Annual Performance Festival) and to the British Australian 
Community (to support their Name Back campaign). 

 

 

ESU’s Company Secretary Margaret 
Birtley (above) presented prizes at the  

2024 Speech & Drama Teachers’ 
Association of Victoria 

Annual Performance Festival. 

 

Donations 
 

A donation was made to 
climber and geologist Marc 
Hendrickx’s campaign 
against the discriminatory 
treatment preventing non-
aboriginals entering certain 
national parks and/or 
climbing sites.  
Marc is pictured here with 
ESU President, Robert 
Furlan. 

 
  

7. FINANCE & INVESTMENTS 
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As we prepare ESU House for sale, we can be justifiably proud that we have secured the future of 
this magnificent heritage building, so that it can be appreciated for many generations to come.  

When we bought the property we were not aware of the manifold issues that would present 
themselves, but we rose to the challenge and made all the necessary repairs and enhancements 
to the highest possible standard. 

It was clear early on that we would need a proper kitchen, not just the tiny kitchenette that 
previous owners had fitted in the original cloak room.  We opted for locally crafted solid wooden 
cabinetry that mirrors the original woodwork seen in the rest of the building. The finest 
Australian and British fittings and appliances were installed, all in a sympathetic style. As a 
result, our kitchen was awarded a Victorian finalist spot in the 2022 Kitchen and Bathroom 
Designers Institute Awards for the Traditional or Themed Category. 

Around the time we were planning the new kitchen we became aware that the chimney cappings 
were cracked and twisted. We acted quickly and had temporary stabilisers added to avert any 
risks. 

After extensive planning, major work was carried out last year, not only to rebuild the chimneys 
and fit them with cowls so that they will no longer suffer degradation from weather, but to fix 
and restore all of the exterior. Many layers of paint were removed from the stonework which now 
boasts fresh limewash in natural sandstone colour. Timbers and iron work were repaired and 
repainted. Slates were replaced where necessary. New gutters and ridge cappings were installed. 
Covers were fitted to the oriel and bay windows, and the flat roof and its manhole were rebuilt. 
Many other repairs were done as well, too extensive to list here. A major theme was preventing 
water ingress. 

Recently, we have demolished and replaced the dilapidated south fence with a sturdy new paling 
fence. The timbers on the ripple iron fence have been repaired and repainted, including the orbs. 
Even the outdoor dunny doors now have fresh paint!  

The garden beds have been levelled and kept weed-free, with a decorative layer of black mulch 
added along with pot plants. Repairs have been made to the central and western enclosed 
porches and to the carpet in various places.   

8. PROPERTY 
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We have engaged Australia's foremost expert on heritage plaster to use the latest technique of 
captive head washing to draw out salts from the interior walls. (Salt damage to plaster is a result 
of water ingress.) He will follow this with detailed repairs to the hard plaster walls.  

The work we have done aims to present ESU House in the best possible condition. The property 
we will sell is in a far better state than the one we bought, and we take pride in our contribution 
towards the maintenance of our nation's built heritage.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Annual General Meeting for 2023-2024 was held in hybrid mode (in person and by 
videoconference) on Sunday 24 November 2024. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Our President Robert Furlan is a Director of the Australian English-Speaking Union. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ESU is a member of the Council of British & Commonwealth Societies and attends their 
meetings. 

  

11. JOINT ACTIVITIES WITH KINDRED SOCIETIES 

9. MEMBERSHIP & GENERAL MEETINGS 
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The English-Speaking Union (Victoria Branch) Ltd 

ABN 42 004 297 803  

 

PO Box 1044, Ascot Vale, Victoria 3032, Australia 

 

E-mail: admin@esuvic.org.au 

Telephone: (03) 9326 0654 

Website: www.esuvic.org.au  

 
“a movement to draw together in bonds of comradeship 
  the English speaking peoples of the world” 
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