The words on the tombstone “accidentally drowned” caught my eye and led to the uncovering of
this tragic story.
The Otago Daily Times carried a long double column report on the drowning.
On March 10, 1917 two little children were drowned under very sad circumstances in one of the
dams on the property of Messrs Ross and Glendining in the Kakorai Valley on Saturday morning.
There are three dams on the property and it seems that children going to play there, and particularly
to catch frogs, have caused those in charge a considerable amount of trouble and no little anxiety.
The two children drowned, Effie Jean Thompson, aged 11 years, and Russell Thompson, aged 8
years, went away on Saturday morning about 9 am, in company with a little fellow named John
Sutherland, aged 7 years, to gather mushrooms, and evidently visited the lagoon with the object of
catching frogs. They took off their boots and stockings and began wading about. What followed
next no-one is sure, but the boy must have fallen or got out of his depth, and his little sister
heroically went to his assistance, with the result that both were drowned. The little boy Sutherland
seems to have got frightened at seeing the children struggling in the water, and ran off to the house
of Mr Thompson about a mile away. When he arrived there, and said they had drowned, he was
initially disbelieved, but eventually Mr Thompson got on his bike and went to investigate. He was
unable to find the children as the water was very dirty and the sides dangerously steep, but he
picked up their little school bag in which were their stockings and boots.
The police shortly after recovered the bodies from about the middle of the dam where the water
was about 16 to 20 feet deep.
Robert Cassels Glendining (manager for the company) told the Coroner’s Inquest that the dam was
on the company’s private property, which was fenced but it was easy enough for anyone to get
through the fence, and the lower dam was fenced but children got through the fence.
Mother, father and the surviving boy all gave tragic testimony to the enquiry.
The Coroner’s verdict was that the children were accidentally drowned. He recommended that the
firm take into serious consideration the fencing of the dam so that children of tender years could not
reach it.
The two children are buried in the family grave in Dunedin’s Southern Cemetery.
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