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Foreword
The Hon C .R . Kelly, CM G , stands in no need of introduction. He was a 
member of the House of Representatives during the nineteen years 1958-77. 
In 1967 he was Minister for Works, and in 1968-69, Minister for the Navy.

What made him widely known, however, was the work largely done 
outside of Parliament, especially after the ungrateful refusal by the group 
concerned to give him a pre-selection in 1977. This work was the spreading 
of awareness of the effects of our high tariff system. He carried it on for years 
through a series of lively syndicated weekly articles which reached an 
extensive readership and which were backed up by several paperback books. 
The Rert Kelly long well-known in his native Tar lee-Riverton district thus 
came to count for more than most MPs. His reputation grew as he widened 
his investigations from tariffs to other institutionalised, and largely con
cealed, abuses of the national tendency to ‘feather-bedding’ — as in coastal 
shipping, bulk handling of grain, the sugar industry, the regime on the 
wharves and other trade union malfeasance. These abuses showed that 
whatever in our recent moods of permissiveness we had or had not 
decriminalised, we were decriminalising not a little turpitude, and worse, 
throughout our economic system. It is significant of the poor quality of our 
mass media that his exposures were rarely taken up by the press, radio or TV. 
Unfortunately Bert’s exposures did not go on to our Parliamentarians 
themselves and the high salaries, high pensions and high and ever increasing 
perquisites they were treating themselves to, and the cunning of the 
complexities which they weave to hide their raids on the national till, that is 
to say the taxpayers of a grossly over-governed country.

As the foregoing implies, Bert Kelly wielded an effective pen. He is, in 
fact, a natural writer; and I say this as one whose preferences are for a 
different style of writing. Writing has to accord with the writer’s nature, of 
course; and there is no doubt that his style appeals to many. Before he went 
into Parliament he already had some local renown because of his articles in 
the old Stock and Station Journal. Style-wise they have, in my view, been the 
best of his writings; in content they cast a sharp, fresh and humourous eye on 
the world around him.

He was well known locally too, not only as a footballer and tennis player, 
but for his work in the Government-sponsored Agricultural Bureaux propa
gandising better farming practices, such as soil conservation, ensilage and use 
of medics. He was made a member of the SA Board of Agriculture, serving 
for seventeen years and for two terms as Chairman.

His father, W.S. Kelly, O BE, had set him an example for this kind of public 
service and had himself been set an example by his own father, a member of 
the SA Parliament. Bert’s father also started off Bert’s interest in the tariff. 
W.S. Kelly was a full-time member of the Tariff Board from 1929 to 1940.
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This meant his living in Melbourne and so leaving the running of the farm  to 
teenage Bert.

The book is about the farm , how it came into the Kelly family in the 1870s, 
how it was developed, and what life on it was like for Bert and his siblings. 
Nature gave the farm a fair rainfall by South Australian standards, fairly 
good soil, and a landscape of entrancing beauty. The view from the 
homestead, which was built on a hilltop, across the valley of the Gilbert onto 
the Kapunda Hills, a view I shared from the neighbouring farm I owned for 
some twenty years, is one of the most satisfying I ever lived with, not 
excluding Tuscany or Provence or the Cotswolds.

The life lived in this pleasant though demanding environment is recalled in 
these pages. Horses until after World War I dominated the work. There were 
no tractors. Long hours had to be spent in providing feed for horses, serving 
it out to them in barns, attending to their harness, and rubbing them down 
and giving other care; long hours had to be spent on the horse-drawn 
implements, which were small, such as the ploughs, harrows, drills, binders, 
reapers and harvesters. There were also the sheep (the Kellys formed a well- 
reputed Dorset stud) and a few cattle; and the fencing; and the never ending 
concern with water, with rabbits, with mice plagues, with depletion of soil 
and with invasions of weeds.

The family was close-knit. Each member, even during the school age, had 
its allotted chores. A particularly interesting part of the book is the part 
contributed by Bert’s brother Bill, his two sisters and his wife (as a young 
outsider coming into the family).

The Kelly’s belonged to what has been called, rightly, the yeomanry of 
South Australia. The Playford family belonged to the same economic and 
social layer. The members were not affluent but they were not penniless; 
above all they, like the English yeomanry from which they sprang, were 
independent, independent in spirit as well as in their land ownership. A 
considerable proportion of the South Australian yeomanry were also puritan 
non-conformists; hard working, thrifty, shunning debt, church-going, with a 
sense of duty and public responsibility, disciplined, they lived in fear of little 
except their vision of God. Their seriousness did not entail moroseness or lack 
of cheerfulness. Innocence usually has more rewards than sophistication. As in 
all pioneering life, the women played a special role and they bore the brunt 
of the life. The Kelly homestead in Bert’s boyhood, like other homesteads in 
rural Australia, had no running water — worse — nearly always there was 
a shortage of water — no electricity, no gas, no refrigeration, no washing 
machines, no vacuum cleaners, no telephone and up until the 1930s, no 
radio.

The general picture as well as various significant details come out in the 
pages which follow. The general verdict can only be that it was a good life. 
Suffering and pathos were inseparable from all living. On the Kelly farm 
they were more than compensated for by creativity hope and sheer fun.

Walter Crocker
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Merrindie’s 
Beginnings

My great-grandfather William was born on his father’s farm , Sulby Glen, on 
the Isle of Man in 1804. He married Jane Christian Caley in January 1838. In 
July of that year, when W illiam was thirty-four, the couple left for South 
Australia. We do not know why they emigrated. A recent ABC program said 
that many Irish tenant farmers were forced to emigrate in the 1830s because 
their English landlords evicted them to use the land for sheep-raising rather 
than arable farming. I have been told that the same pressure was operating 
in the Isle of Man but this seems doubtful. Why did they choose to come to 
South Australia? I like to think that they chose this State because it was free
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of the convict stain or because it proudly aimed to be a paradise of dissent, 
with no place in its constitution for the Church of England. However, we 
should not be too quick to claim superior morality.

W illiam and Jane sailed for South Australia on 1 August 1838 in the 
barque Lloyds, of 410 tons, the same size as the ship Bounty in which Jim  and 
Joy Kelly sailed as crew from Rio de Janeiro to Cape Town in the recent 
bicentenary celebrations. Lloyds made a fast passage and William and Jane 
landed at Port Adelaide on 1 December 1838. They soon left Adelaide to 
squat on some land at Cudlee Creek, about twenty miles out in the Adelaide 
hills. The freehold for this land was granted in 1842. A bark hut was their 
first home followed by a stone house which withstood the ravages of time and 
children until destroyed by the Ash Wednesday fires in 1983. Thirteen 
children were born there, of whom nine survived. Those who had the most 
influence on the Merrindie story were John (born 1843), Robert (1845), 
Thomas (1847) and Hugh (1848); a son every other year you might say. This 
is a rhythm we will notice later.

A son, William the second, arrived in Adelaide in 1839, a year after 
William and Jane landed. He travelled in the ship Supreme and was then 
fourteen years old. Until recently I thought that this second William was a child 
of W illiam’s first m arriage but now it seems that there was no first m arriage, 
so the second W illiam must have been illegitimate. Perhaps I should not 
admit this publicly but I feel I must. The truth is that I have always found 
the superior moral standards of my Kelly forebears rather daunting so it is 
almost a relief to find that at least some of them were quite human. The 
second W illiam immediately became one of the growing family at Cudlee 
Creek.

The Kelly brothers mentioned earlier, John, Robert, Thomas and Hugh 
must have started to drift north in the early 1860s. We know that John, the 
eldest, came to Riverton in 1859, when he was sixteen. I presume that the 
other three sons must have been working in the district too, probably on some 
kind of share farm ing agreement with the owners of M arocara Station, 
Anstey and Giles. We know too that some of William the second’s sons had 
bought their land well before the Kelly brothers bought theirs at the final 
M arocara sale in 1878. We know very little about the price they had to pay, 
but some of the best of the land cost them about £8 sterling which sounds an 
horrendous price if the land was uncleared and with interest rates even then 
about eight per cent. It is not surprising then that the brothers soon were in 
financial difficulties and the partnership was dissolved. Robert became the 
sole owner of Merrindie while Thomas and Hugh took over their neighbour
ing farm , Ramsay.

When the Kelly brothers bought their land at the final M arocara sale in 
1878, Robert was thirty-three and had married Mary Goldsack in 1870. She 
was the daughter of Redmond Goldsack who left England in 1842 and, after 
two years in New Zealand, set up as a wheelwright in Glen Osmond in 1844. 
In 1878 Robert and Mary had had three of their seven children. I am 
uncertain where they were living before they bought Merrindie but probably 
it was about a mile south of the crossroads where the Merrindie school was
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later built. There are the ruins of a cottage and a row of red gums, which are 
foreign to our district, which tradition says were planted by Robert.

Merrindie is said to be the local Aboriginal name for a nearby spring but 
that may just be a nice thing to say. It is made up of six sections of the 
Hundred of Alma, County of Light, and is about 2200 acres, about half 
arable and the other rough stony hill country. The rainfall is about 19-20 
inches. The natural timber is she-oak, peppermint and South Australian blue 
gum.

Robert and Mary had two sons, my father W illiam Stanley (W.S. from 
here on) and Hugh who was killed in World War I. There were five 
daughters, two of whom did not marry. The family is discussed in some detail 
in later chapters so I will not deal with them now. I remember little about 
grandfather Robert but I understand that he was always regarded with awe 
by his family. However, that just may have been the way of the world in 
those days. It is not like that now. I understand that, though I was christened 
Charles Robert, my mother would not let me be called Robert or Rob 
because she and Robert were not good friends.

The youngest of the four Kelly brothers, Hugh, who tradition had it, was 
quite bright for a Kelly, was elected to the State Parliamentary seat of 
Wooroora in April 1890, but was killed when his trap team bolted down a 
steep hill in January 1891. Robert took Hugh’s place in parliament in 
February that year and was immediately appointed to also replace Hugh on 
the Pastoral Lands Royal Commission whose task it was to advise the 
government about tenure arrangements for the pastoral country in the far 
north of the State. The photo shows the commission setting out on their 
camels from the then railhead, Oodnadatta, on 25 March 1891. They went

No shiny black cars then
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A m ore conventional view of the Royal Commission. Robert top left

as far north as Bond Springs, north of Alice Springs, and were back in 
Adelaide on 6 May, taking evidence as they went, with the assistance of a 
parliam entary reporter.

The commission’s report exposes a point of view not uncommon now. 
They said, ‘There is an unmistakable disposition for pastoralists, capitalists 
and others to mistrust the activities of governments on matters affecting the 
operation of land’ . Things have not changed much.

Robert lost his seat in Parliament in April 1893 and was then appointed as 
a member of the Land and the Pastoral Boards in 1894. He remained a 
member of these two boards for over thirty years. This necessitated the 
family shifting from Merrindie to East Adelaide.

W.S. says in his book, Remembered Days, ‘My education at the tiny school 
in the country which was named “ Merrindie” after our farm , was very 
patchy. I did not do well when I went to East Adelaide public school. When I 
finished there and was due to go to Prince Alfred College (Princes from now 
on) I was a weak little fellow and my father and uncle decided it would be 
better for my health if I had a year on the farm. That year of hard work did 
me good physically, but when I went to Princes a year later, I had forgotten 
almost all I had learned and was placed down amongst the younger fellows. 
Later I just managed to scramble up a few classes but I finished school only 
scrappily educated.’

W.S. must have begun running Merrindie in his early twenties as Kim and 
I did also. We three had plenty of time to learn from our mistakes, had we 
stayed around to concentrate on them, instead of breaking away to try to do 
other things. W hat a place Merrindie would have been then!
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A da M ayW illiam Stanley

In 1909 W.S. married my mother, Ada May Dawson. She was a wonderful 
person. She was the daughter of Charles Dawson who was one of a family of 
seven children who came out with their parents from England in the ship 
Hooghly in 1838, the same year as William and Jane. They too had a fast 
trip, three months. However, when you visit the Port Adelaide Maritime 
Museum, as you must, and see the conditions with which the Dawson family 
had to contend, you will treat your forebears with increased respect.

Charles had his eighth birthday on the way out. He later became manager 
of O raparinna Station, then the most northerly run in the Flinders. He 
married Charlotte Clode. The famous explorer, M cDouall Stuart, had his 
last meal around a table there before going north, so he named Charlotte 
Waters after my grandmother when he discovered it just inside the present 
Northern Territory border. She must have been a good cook.

Drought drove Charles out of the Flinders and he then owned a small farm 
north of Mount Bryan. Later he, Charlotte and youngest daughter May, 
came to live in the Merrindie homestead while Robert was living in Adelaide 
and working with the Land and Pastoral Boards. W.S. was boarding then 
with the Bouchers, who were managing Merrindie and living in the farm 
house.

The ruins o f the cottage in which Robert lived before purchasing M errindie in 1878
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Win, Bertie, Marion and Bill

May and W.S. had four children, Winifred May (Win, born 1910), 
Charles Robert (Bert, 1912), William Bryan (Bill, 1913) and Marion Stanley 
(Marion, 1915). Win went nursing and served in Egypt in the war in 1944, 
married Bert Lahore who died in 1960. Win lives in Melbourne and has two 
daughters and a son. Win wrote the next chapter when our daughter-in-law, 
Kim ’s wife Dale, complained that when the four of us were together we 
chatted away about a past of which she knew nothing, so in 1969 she 
persuaded us to describe our childhood on Merrindie.

Bill left for Kangaroo Island when I married in 1936 and carved his 
D ewrang farm out of the scrub. This he has described in a fine bit of writing 
called the Dew rang Story. He was captured during the war and spent some 
time as a POW in Italy. He married Marjory Gullidge in 1937. They have 
two sons and a daughter, all on Kangaroo Island. Bill was awarded the 
Citizen of the Year aw ard for Kangaroo Island for 1988.

Marion married Jim  Allen in 1939 when Jim  was in India during World 
War II. He later joined our Foreign Affairs Department and finished his 
service as High Commissioner for Bangladesh and was awarded the OBE for 
his service. They now live in Melbourne and have three sons and two 
daughters.

I married Lorna Hill in 1936. We have three sons, Tony (in Western 
Australia), Kim (on Merrindie) and Roger (in Brisbane). They arrived with 
measured tread, one son every other year. As I said before, there seems to be 
a natural family rhythm there somewhere.
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Merrindie Reminiscences 
of Win Lahore

Melbourne, July 1969
D ear Dale,

We started life down at the farm — the old house with a dam p cellar on one 
side of it. Mother loved the sitting-room at the end of the front verandah. 
Apart from that room, she was glad to leave there — her first house after her 
marriage, to return once more to Merrindie — Marion was then a baby.

Win
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I have a few brief memories of that time. I was taken outside (with a crust 
in my hand) to see ‘the boys off to the w ar’ — three of them in khaki and 
mounted on the best horses. I think John Kelly was on Mons — a fine horse 
with a great white blaze down his nose. The others were Uncle Hugh and 
Norman Owen. We saw them all again.

Uncle Hugh used to say ‘That’s the ticket’ , as he did up his puttees. He was 
invalided home after Gallipoli and then off again to France. The family 
fortunately did not hear of his death till after father had sailed in 1917 to the 
war.

W S.

I remember Father mixing carbide for his motor-bike lights. The water 
and carbide were in separate containers till the light was needed. He rode the 
bike eight miles to Tarlee in the morning, caught the train to town for 
Agricultural Bureau meetings. On his return to Tarlee he would need lights 
on his bike for the ride home.

A childish memory is of Bert and I having a bath in a sheep trough. Father 
had not wanted us to follow him down the paddock, so he peeled off our 
clothes one warm  afternoon. Later we were quite dismayed that Mother 
insisted that we get into another bath — a tub in the kitchen.

I can remember the great long stable with its draught horses (was it 20 or 
30 of them?) all munching contentedly by lantern light on a winter’s evening 
and the nice warm smell of that stable.

I can only just remember Grandmother Dawson; I believe she had been a



formidable woman who considered she ‘had married beneath her station’ . I 
can just glimpse her sitting on the Merrindie verandah. Mother has told me 
the old lady would not budge for anyone else, and Mother would get me to 
ask ‘sit outside please G ranm a?’

Since growing up I have found what a big event my birth was, not only to 
Mother and D ad but all Mother’s nieces and nephews who adored her. (Some 
of them were a bit jealous of D ad.) She had been the joy of their young lives 
when they were on holiday with their Dawson grandparents. These folk 
always know my birthday, though I hardly know some of them.

Cam e the great day when we moved up to Merrindie. Father and Mother 
and baby travelled in the sulky. Bert and I travelled on the wagon with lots of 
furniture. I thought it was Will, but reason says it was Marion the babe-in- 
arms and I seem to remember Will going to sleep and falling off somewhere.

Before Father went to the war, he and I rode out to the north paddock. 
Ever since I could toddle I had been hoisted up in front of his saddle but this 
was special — on my own horse. I even rode without holding the saddle 
which Father considered rash at the time.

When Father went to the w ar we all moved to East Adelaide.
One of the rare times I saw Mother weep was when Bert and I came in as 

she was doing the washing, to say, ‘If Father gets killed in the war, you’ll 
marry . . ., won’t you?’ Thoughtless beggars, kids!

The tram terminus was then in Fourth Avenue, quite close to us, and I 
remember if there was a break-down, seeing the horse-drawn repair truck. 
Obviously one of the rules was that the horse had to be unharnessed before a 
man could go up the high tower part to repair the electric line.

I quite liked school, though I was tied with little Bertie for a while. We 
were all patriotic youngsters; we collected snails for which Mother gave us a 
penny a dozen towards our War Service badges and bars.

Does Bert remember the day he and Mother had a race down the back 
lane? Mother surprised us all by her pace. She would have won had not the 
wily youngster kept twisting and turning in front of her. She was tired for 
days afterwards, another thing we could not understand.

One time when Will was riding his trike around the house, Mother heard 
him say, ‘Beg your pardon, butterfly’ . He got off his trike and in tears he 
brought the dead butterfly to Mother, and she assured him it was dead before 
he ran over it.

One time when we were on the beach at Glenelg, Marion was almost 
drowned when she lost her balance in the shallow water. I lost my bucket.

A happier picnic was with the Arthur family on Gordon’s birthday in 
1918. He and I shared birthdays during wattle time. At this time we also 
went to the violet farm where we picked as many violets as we wanted to 
carry home.

Auntie Mary, Uncle George and their boys, Gordon, Malcolm and Hugh 
lived over a mile away and it seemed a long walk when we visited them.

A delightful friend was Bona Meyer who lived behind us. Her dog was a 
great joy to her and to us, and at one time so were her many silkworms which 
we put on to fresh mulberry leaves daily.

9



When Father was in camp before going overseas I caught pneumonia, and 
I believe D ad went AWL to see me after some officer remarked, ‘Nelson ain’t 
the only b. . . fool with a blind eye!’

Then in 1919 when D ad returned from the war, Bert and I were sick again 
and we couldn’t go to meet him off the ship, but we sat next to him at the 
first meal at home.

When I left East Adelaide School my third grade teacher, Miss Jordan even 
kissed me — I valued that kiss.

And so back home to Merrindie.
Wren the horse was the joy of going to Merrindie school — small after East 

Adelaide. She was reputed to jib in harness but alright for riding. But as 
Marion said, by the time three or four of us were at school, she was used to us 
and quite good in the cart. But Mother always preferred to have one of us 
drive her if being driven elsewhere than to school.

Murray Arthur and I were the only ones in G rade 6 and later Grade 7 and 
I tell my children how I came top! Murray used to envy me having some 
definite sewing to do and the only practical stuff he had to work with was 
plasticene. Miss Neale did not help by insisting that he made ‘designs’ , not 
animals or cars. For drawing I liked and was good at drawing gum leaves 
while they annoyed him.

As Mavis Matthias and I were the only girls in the senior grades of the 
school, we got tired of playing with the ‘little kids’ of Grade 4 and under so 
we played football with the boys, standing one another on opposing sides. We 
were dismayed when her parents finally stopped us, considering it was ‘not 
ladylike’ .

Wren’s foals were Jenny, Taffy, Tim (wasn’t he a pet? — he was the first 
after our return to the farm , I guess), Bobin (the only dark one), Rajah and 
Peter.

As a teenager, Jenny was a great joy to me. She could even trot faster than 
Tiny (though Bert may question this).

Mother must have been a nervous child, for she told me she used to look 
under the bed in case a man was there till she came to Merrindie as a young 
lady (almost thirty, I guess).

When Auntie Sue was visiting us once, she saw one or more of us up a tree, 
and she asked in great distress just how we would get down. Mother replied, 
‘I don’t know, come inside at once, he will get down if you don’t frighten him 
(or her)’ .

Mother never loved the horses but she let us get on them without showing 
us the fear she must have felt, so we never feared them. I can remember 
when I was little, I was told not to walk near their back legs. Father had said 
‘heels’ but Mother explained things better.

One time Father thought he would have a pair of trotters for the buggy so 
he bought Patch and Bell, beautiful trotters, but ruinous to buggies, and to 
harness. I think Bell was eventually sold, but we managed Patch in the sulky 
at times.

Once when two of Dave Kelly’s boys (Malcolm and Adam I think) were 
staying, Aunty Amy drove Patch in the sulky with these two boys and Bert
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standing on the carrier behind. Mother was driving the buggy and pair with 
more children and Auntie Flo. A bit of wire got on the sulky wheel and Patch 
bolted. I remember him galloping past us, a white-faced Auntie Amy pulling 
him and a white-faced Bert hanging on. Mother had the buggy to one side 
and the pair well reined in, when Auntie Flo fainted, saying "Poor Amy, poor 
Amy’ . Mother smacked Auntie Flo and told her not to be silly. Auntie Flo 
came to! As the bolting horse got near Giles’ Corner he slowed down and one 
of the men at church managed to catch him and everyone was alright.

Mother found difficulty in understanding Bert. Early in his life she said he 
would not let a door be closed between him and her; he would bang his head 
on it till it was opened! If she went out without him, he would make a great 
fuss, unless "Mamma gone Church!’

What a tease he was! How seriously I took him too! If only we had played 
together more as we got older instead of boys going one way and the girls 
another. We will always remember those evenings when Mother read aloud. 
‘Puck of Pooks’s Hill’ is my chief memory. How I pictured D an and Una and 
Pevensey Castle, etc. etc.

On Sunday mornings we would have some hymn singing then Hurlbutt’s 
Story of the Bible. Father read too but Mother read more often and better.

D id you know that the White House was to have had cement facings on 
the verandah? But Peter, the stonemason pointed out how beautiful the 
sandstone was and how lovely the pillars would look done in the white 
sandstone. I think he was the root cause of the change, he was employed for 
months carving those lovely stones for the pillars.

Besides the ponies, the sheep and lambs were a joy to us. The pet lambs 
were to me what gardening was to Marion. Maybe that was how I was closer 
to D ad at that time. "Welcome’ one of my pets, later won the Reserve 
Champion Ew e for the English Leicesters at the Adelaide Show. When D ad 
sold the English Leicesters stud he kept Welcome and she died of old age — 
an old friend did the honours of carting stones to mark her grave — but alas! 
I later found the horns of a Dorset ewe underneath the cairn, not my 
Welcome. I always had pet lambs and I remember going out to bury my face 
in their wool if I was upset — not that the wool helped much!

Will’s delight was Sandy, the stag-hound pup, meant to catch foxes, but 
good at rabbits. When Will broke his arm, he would go off for the day 
‘rabbiting’ with Sandy. How did he get 8-10 rabbit skins off the bunnies with 
one good arm?

Some Saturdays our pleasure was to go ‘digging rabbits’ . We would dig out 
a small burrow and come home triumphantly with about six bunnies. These 
we would skin down by the ‘nest tree’ and put the skins on wires and later sell 
them. I had the job of writing the business letter accompanying about two 
dozen skins to Elder Smith & Co.

Rona stayed for holidays and once she worked with Mother for six months 
— a lovely time for she taught us songs other than hymns, chiefly, ‘Burlington 
Bertie from Bowe’ .

But one day when the grown-ups went shopping to Riverton, we trimmed 
the horses’ tails — dead flat about hock level! Rona says it was the one time
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she saw my Father really wild — Oh! those tails took ages to grow normally.
Grandfather Dawson lived with us for about fourteen years, but I have 

not much to say about him — a retiring old gentleman with a stiff beard. He 
drank cold tea out of the spout of an old black tea-pot where Mother always 
emptied our tea for him. He was active, for he chopped the wood and he 
kept us in vegetables till he was ninety-one. He had a vegetable garden down 
behind the fowl-yard with no tap closer than the laundry or the stable tanks. 
We pinched some turnips when they were almost ready for picking, but I 
don’t remember his other vegetables. We had very few fresh vegetables, for 
greens were usually stale when they came from Taylers (Tarlee) on Friday 
evening. I am sure that the lack of fresh fruit and vegies contributed to the 
festering sores we always had on our knees and sometimes on hands too.

We sometimes teased our old Grandfather, and it was Rona who stopped 
us — of course our parents didn’t know of it. We heard his tales of droving 
times without interest, even the tale of a sleeping mate who shooed a ‘fly’ off 
his nose only to wake and find it had been a snake!

I can remember Mother sometimes asking Father to talk to Grandfather 
more, and later the wheel went full circle when D ad lived with me and he 
wanted my husband to talk to him of an evening! He could see no relevance 
in my memory of Grandfather!

Mine was a happy childhood. Sometimes I think too unquestioning, for I 
didn5t have the imagination of Marion nor Bert’s sense of fun. But I did go 
hunting with Bill — I called him Bill after the Christmas Eve we spent 
droving sheep from nine to ten miles away; Bert was sick, so we did it 
ourselves — and we left some sheep behind which D ad had to get — and so 
we ruined his Christmas Day.

Father was always saying we must not get hurt, ‘just when you’re 
beginning to be useful’ . It was a type of joke but it impressed us early that we 
were to grow up to be useful.

Bill knew every stone on the place and he was a crack shot. How carefully 
those boys handled guns, which they were given at the age of nine.

But getting back to the bit about being useful. As Marion said, we girls 
were in the background. D ad did not talk with his children a great deal, 
more to them.

I loved going around the sheep to see if any were down, or in trouble. But 
once I took a dead lam b from a ewe and I was never given the lambing flock 
to tend again — that was men’s work. I was fobbed off without even 
realising it, nor realising how much I could have learnt.

Looking back, life was unnecessarily tough, and like Marion and Bert, I 
often wonder why the household did not consider Mother more. But her 
spirit was on higher things. Mother had come from a poor home and I think 
she had a guilt complex if she spent on herself instead of giving to Missions 
etc. Besides, she had more than her neighbours and she felt the extra was 
meant not for her but for the Lord. She loved the window of St George and 
the dragon in front of Giles Corner Church. How it upheld her through a 
dull sermon!

That little church and the Guild filled our lives. Our home and religious
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background were sound, as we found later when forced into wider spheres. 
It was fortunate we were so pushed out for life was rather insular.

How I envied the boys being able to practice their cricket and football on 
Sundays. It was not considered the thing for me to go riding on Sundays.

Of course we had little time for a ride usually for there was the drive back 
to Sunday School after the Morning Service and dinner at home. Often I 
went to ‘Halldale’ with J. G. Kelly and Rose. It was a long drive back to S.S. 
for her and I often enjoyed this with her.

One of the joys of Jim  and Doug Allen’s visits was their insistence on 
doing the washing-up. Marion and I did not mind giving up our beds in the 
sleep-out for them. They washed and wiped up after every meal, unheard of 
for any male to that time. They even made tbeir beds and put things tidily 
away — not that we cared so much about that.

Doug played the piano as it had not been played before and probably 
since. W hat a joy it was. Their talk and jokes included Marion and me, as we 
had not been included before. Will Doug forget trying to carry home a 60 lb 
tin of honey on horseback? You’ve guessed it, the lid came off, and later the 
other horses licked the sticky mess off the pony.

I was content — too content for my own good. Fortunately the w ar finally 
broke D ad ’s spell over me.

The others were all married, and I must tell you this silly tale against 
myself. I was out with my first military ‘date’ and I was telling him ‘My 
Father said this, and my Father said that and so on’ . Then he said, ‘Look, I’m 
not interested in your father, I’m interested in you.’ At twenty-nine that was 
quite a discovery!

Now for a tale of the other’s courting days. Bert was twenty-one the day 
Jim  and Doug reached Merrindie and it was generally ‘done’ to stay to enjoy 
their company. But it was Bert’s birthday and he felt like going off to a see a 
girl in Rhynie. I said if she was worth it, why didn’t he go. I believe I even 
persuaded the Aunties to let him have the car or the sulky he needed for the 
drive.

While harvesting was on Bill kept talking of the day when it would be 
finished and he would have Saturday afternoons off to hunt for foxes. At last 
came the first free Saturday afternoon and off he went. My luck was also in, 
and I went for a ride out to the south paddock where I came across Bill and 
Marj under a tree. It was not till next morning’s breakfast that I saw Bill 
again and I casually asked him if he had shot any foxes. He nearly dropped 
his knife and he stared at me. Finally he realised I hadn’t spilled the beans 
and he replied he hadn’t seen a fox.

It was when E. C . Dyason (of Dyason Lecture fame) was visiting us that 
Marion and Jim  first saw their bright light. Fam ily life appeared to go on as 
usual and it was about two months later that Mother found Jim  saying 
goodnight to Marion (and she in bed on the front verandah). Not till then did 
Mother realise how they felt and she asked me why I had not warned her! 
One does not mention the obvious.

Mother took each of our partners to her heart. I hope these glimpses of her 
will help give a positive picture of her.
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Why didn’t D ad plant a good gum tree near the White House? The trees 
near Merrindie were always a joy — those two spotted gums at Merrindie 
gate were watered by Mother — carting two buckets of water on foot down 
the hill — over the first two summers. I think of her each time I go between 
those trees.

The happy memory of White House is of sitting on its front verandah with 
Mother enjoying that wonderful view.

Merrindie was always ‘Home’ — I wonder now whether the Aunties and 
Mum and D ad felt that way, as I guess Bert and Lorna do now. Ah! Well, 
that is the way of a lovely home on a loved farm. A thing of beauty is a joy for 
ever.
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Merrindie Reminiscences 
of Marion Allen

Tony's obedience class
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C/o Australian High Commission 
Dear Dale, D acca, 24 June, 1969
Although I’m aware of the changes that have gone on the house since it was
my home, in imagination I always see it as it was when I was a child there.

There was the bare north wall, the only feature in it being a small little 
sloping roof over the window of the room that in those days was ‘G rand
father’s room’ and which, when I stayed with you, was Kim’s study. There 
was no door leading out in those days, only the window with this bit of shade 
over it. I believe that bit of shade was the only alteration my mother had ever 
done to the place, and it was put there when her ageing parents found the 
glare hard to take. The other windows were bare, and there was the 
unfinished wall at the end, with stones poking out so that eventually a wall 
could be added on to it. The lower part of this unfinished wall must have 
jutted out a yard or so. Then there was a fireplace, the one that is now in 
your bedroom, just left there, making a wonderful play-place. The front 
door was about a yard up from the ground, and if I remember right, no steps 
led up to it, though I could be wrong. We practically never used that door. 
The wire door scraped on the slate doorstep with a great squeak on the rare 
occasions it was opened. Beyond the door there was another fireplace, and 
another unfinished outer wall, then the sheared-off end of the verandah, and 
the garden fence which went from there out to the fence at the side which I 
think is still in the same place today. The ‘front gate’ was the side gate.

The garden had funny little geometrically designed flower beds and paths, 
outlined in long stones. I think it had been planted by my aunts, and many of 
the original plants were there in my day. Some of them may still be there, 
though they may have been planted by Mother. Do you still have a row of 
fuchsias along the verandah? Or a scented verbena?

The verandah was our great living area, as kids. All four of us used to sleep 
out there. I remember Win and I sharing a three-quarter bed, and beyond it, 
below the dining room window a single bed and a sofa for the two boys. In 
the corner of the verandah was a collection of Mother’s precious pot-plants, 
and then the bathroom. You’d laugh at that bathroom. It was just a bare 
room, one side being separated off by a concrete wall about two feet high, to 
form ‘the bath’ . This had a drain which emerged just beyond the outer wall 
of the house, and which then went by a gutter into the garden. There were 
always arum lilies growing in that lucky spot getting the water from the 
bath.

Over the bath was a cold shower, and we were all expected to have a cold 
shower every morning. In cold weather this was a pretty short job, but I 
think I always did my duty while Win was there to see that I did it. However 
after she went off to school I remember going through all kinds of dodges to 
avoid that cold shower. I was a very bad one at getting up in the mornings, 
would lose my temper with Bill who had the unpleasant job of waking me, 
and often would get as far as the bathroom, curl up on the rug, and go to 
sleep again! Bill could tell you a few stories about waking me in the 
mornings. This was, I think, after both Win and Bert had gone off to 
boarding school.

The room next to the bathroom (there was no connecting door) was a 
small bedroom, originally intended as a m aid’s room. When we were young,
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and Mother had a girl to help, this was her room. Later, when Win left 
school, we had no girl, but we did have a young man from Scotland, whom 
the parents had promised to give a home as well as a job, and Mother felt she 
couldn’t ask him to live in the ‘m an’s room’, in the stable buildings, which 
had a fireplace, and has long since become the chaff house. So he had that 
room for a few years. There were however some periods when some of us 
kids used it as a dressing-room, still sleeping outside. I realise now that as a 
family we must have been short of bedrooms. Mother’s father lived with us 
till he was about ninety-three. For the last few years we had a full-time nurse 
to look after him. At least that was what she was engaged for, but she entered 
so much into the life of the family that she did all kinds of things besides, and 
she became a very much-loved member of the household. I used to call her 
‘Nurnie’ . At first she lived in that back room, but as Grandfather became 
weaker she moved in with him to give him the care he needed during the 
night. We seemed to have a continuous stream of people coming to stay for 
short or long periods, relatives or friends of either or both the parents, or an 
occasional agriculturalist. In those days anyone who came was sure to stay at 
least for one night, if not several. I seem to remember that when the house 
w as full of such people, Bill and Bert had the bathroom as their dressing 
room, and Win and I must have fitted in somewhere or other, probably 
dressing in the parents’ room. Yes, we did.

Then when I was about nine or ten, it was decided to finish off the house. 
Great excitement. There was much discussion as to how it was to be done. 
Neither parent had much imagination, and houses were still pretty simple in 
those days. D ad needed a study. (His study at that time was the narrow room 
which is now the bathroom and linen press.) Mother wanted another 
bedroom, or a sleepout as she felt the verandah was too ‘mosquitoey’ for us. 
But they wanted the rooms to look as though they belonged to the house, so 
had the sleepout made with the big screened windows. I think by the time it 
was finished Bill had gone to boarding school, so it was my room at first, but 
not for long.

By the time Win had returned from school, Grandfather had gone, and his 
room became ours. We were allowed to choose new colours, paper for walls, 
ceiling, curtains and all. Pink and blue colours they were. Yet I think we still 
slept in the sleepout. Yes, it was soon after that D ad was appointed to the 
Tariff Board and we went to Melbourne. The two aunts from the White 
House moved down to look after the house, and Bert while we were away.

I think I was about three or four when the White House was built. 
Grandfather Kelly, and his two unmarried daughters, his oldest and 
youngest, Flo and Amy, had been living in East Adelaide for several years. 
I ’m a bit vague about when they first went there, but I think it was when 
Grandfather was appointed to a Lands Commission, as his son did a 
generation later, he packed up and moved house, to be nearer his new job. I 
think it was then that the Dawsons, my Mother’s people, came to live at 
Merrindie. I believe D ad  had stayed behind, living at ‘the farm ’ with the 
Boucher family, who was looking after the place, and he and Mother 
gradually formed an alliance. More of that later.
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Robert and his fam ily. M ay holding Bertie with Win beside

The rest of the senior Kelly family were in Adelaide, and must have lived 
there for many years. Later, when D ad decided to go to the war, the two 
families swapped places, and so it is that my earliest memories are of East 
Adelaide rather than Merrindie. Then after D ad came back a second 
exchange took place. By this time Grandfather Robert had retired and 
wanted to come back so it was decided to build a new home not far away. 
The architect was Mr Catt, who they said was very good, and he designed 
that big heavy house. I was too young to know anything about it beyond the 
fun of piles of sand, stones, etc.

The builders lived in tents. I think most of them in one big tent, with a Mr 
Coleman in charge, and a chap called Peter in a small tent on his own. 
Whether he was the architect’s man, or the stonemason, I ’m not sure, but we 
were all very fond of Peter. I remember hearing Mother tell someone that she 
didn’t worry about little Marion wandering around the building area as she 
had such faith in Peter. Just before Easter he gave me a huge sugar Easter 
Egg, which lasted for ages because I allowed each member of the household 
about a half a square inch a day! I don’t know how long the house took to 
build, but it must have been pretty slow, with all that cutting of the stone, 
which had first to be dug from the quarry in the North Paddock.

All the old houses on the place, and some others too, came from that 
quarry. It was a lovely white stone at first, and that house really did look a 
lovely sight, at least to my juvenile eyes. Unfortunately, I think it was just 
before the house was finished that Grandfather died, so there were just the 
two maiden aunts to live in it, an enormous place I now realise.

To us kids it was a very smart place, and we loved going there. One of us 
would take the milk up there every morning, and often in the evening too, 
though sometimes one of them would come down for it, and for a talk and

18



The White House

whatever else they needed. I think what impressed me most about that house 
was the lighting system. There was a fuel tank at the back door, and into this 
much air was pumped. Connected with this were the lights in the various 
rooms, which when lit produced a wonderful bright, pressure light. But the 
lighting of these lam ps was such a performance that it was soon only the 
sitting room that was lit, though occasionally the dining room also. The 
kitchen and bedrooms still used the old lanterns, lamps and candles that we 
were using. The other thing that impressed me, was the internal toilet, with 
its pull-chain.

And aunties’ house had a chip bath heater, and a proper bath! Sometimes 
if one or other of the aunts was away, one of us, generally me, would go up 
there to stay and I used to love bathing in a proper bath, and washing in the 
bathroom. We were still using the old wash basins (and chambers) in our 
bedrooms.

I don’t know if you have heard much about those two aunts. Auntie Flo, 
the oldest, was quite queer in many ways, and all the kids were a bit afraid of 
her. Since growing up I have often wondered if it was just a case of a retarded 
brain, or of some kind of neurosis. She made the biggest fuss about silly little 
unimportant details, and probably should have lived back in the time of Jane 
Austen. Everything had to be just-so, and if they were not she would fuss on 
and on, expressing annoyance to anyone around. We all had a profound 
admiration for Auntie Amy for just putting up with her; let alone anything 
else. Auntie Amy was a dear. She was outgoing and interested in everyone in 
the community, anxious to help wherever she could and yet had to live 
with that disagreeable elder sister, with whom she was incredibly patient.

O f course, being a spinster, Amy had some funny little ways, too, and 
when Bert had to live several years with the two of them, while we were in
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Melbourne, I believe even she got on his nerves at times, but I ’ll always 
remember her with great admiration. I’m sure she had a very good influence 
on all of us kids just through her own character, and on many young people 
in the district, particularly some of the young men who were far away from 
their homes. She always made them welcome and would often have them 
there for a Sunday night ‘sing song’ .

Various relatives would come and stay with them at times, and relieve her 
of the pressure of continually living alone with Auntie Flo. The Dunn girls 
often came; Anne was the one closest to me, being three months younger 
than me, and she and I were great pals. She is now Anne Rasche. I used to 
tease her for being a townie and a scaredy cat, and would, I’m afraid, 
deliberately do things that would frighten her and see if she would do them 
too. Walking through a paddock with cows was a great ordeal for her, and of 
course I thought that was the funniest thing! But in spite of that we had 
much in common, and we used to moan about poor Auntie Flo, and the fuss 
she made about things. Whenever any of us went up there, with the milk or 
anything, we always hoped we’d run into Auntie Amy instead of poor Flo.

In recent years I have so often wondered what caused the tremendous 
differences in that senior Kelly family. Flo must have been rather queer and 
unreliable from the start. She was the eldest. Then there was Bess. I never 
knew her very well, nor heard a great deal of her. My chief memory of her 
was of a great red birth-mark on her forehead. Later she married one David 
Kelly, who was no relation. They lived at first in an old mansion of a place 
near the creek at ‘M arocara’ not far from Wundersitz’ place. The house was 
dam p, and after Gilfillan bought the farm he built a new house a bit higher, 
and pulled the old one down. Then Dave Kelly moved over to NSW  with his 
three daughters and six sons, and began planting his sons on various 
properties in NSW. I’m afraid we have mostly lost touch with them, except 
for Mary, the oldest, who was a nurse and unmarried, and David, the second 
son, who was one of D ad ’s favourites, and came to look him up when he last 
stayed with me in Canberra.

But getting back to the senior family. Bess must have been most 
unreliable, too, because it was Mary, the third one, who sort of took charge 
when the mother died. After Mary came M ab, the mother of the Dunns. 
Now those two, Mary and M ab, were the outgoing, lovable type. As kids we 
rather regarded Auntie Mab with a bit of suspicion because she ‘gushed’ and 
to us, where under-statement rather than over-statement was regarded as 
virtue, this was uncomfortable. But they were a warm-hearted, affectionate 
duo, perhaps not highly endowed with knowledge of the world but I think 
that if they’d had the chance, especially Mary and Amy, they might have 
done well with a higher education. But that was not done in those days.

After M ab, was D ad, then Amy, then Hugh, and I believe the mother died 
when he was born. I don’t think D ad really remembered his mother. I never 
heard him speak of her. He always said it was Mary who brought him up. I 
think this sometimes hurt M ab, who often used to tell us how it was she who 
taught Stan to walk.

Of Hugh, I knew very little. Later he went to the war, and was killed, and

20



it seems to have been a point in the family not to speak of the deceased unless 
with tones of great reverence and awe. About the only thing I ever heard 
about Hugh’s character was a comment by Mother that he was rather a 
dreamer. Apart from that all I ever knew was that he was killed in the war, so 
we can’t really discuss him. But why was Stan so very different from Mary, 
M ab and Amy? I wish I knew. I suppose it was the difference between his 
father (and I really think he was a sort of reproduction of his father) and his 
mother. She had been a Mary Goldsack, and I do wish I knew more about 
her. I wonder if she was the warm-hearted outgoing type. I did know a 
Goldsack cousin of D ad ’s, one Jam es, and he was a friendly understanding 
soul, to whose place I often went for holidays at Beaumont, but it doesn’t 
necessarily follow that Grandmother must have been like that too.

But apart from the hereditary, there was the environmental influence, and 
in those days it was a man’s world. All the sisters devoted themselves to their 
father, and later to his son who took his place. And any man brought up in an 
atmosphere would, I suppose, very quickly learn to consider it his right and 
duty to give his opinion on things, and not be contradicted. At any rate that 
was the kind of father he always was to me as a little child. I always regarded 
him with awe. He had one or two set jokes which rather amused me, and I 
was expected to laugh when required, to kiss him goodnight, to fetch his 
slippers and sundry other jobs for him, but otherwise keep quiet and out of 
the way! It’s all very sad when one considers what a parent-child relationship 
can be. I was the youngest of the four, and have always felt that whatever 
interest he had in children had run out by the time I had reached the stages 
that the others had passed through. Win, the eldest, never had the same 
feeling of estrangement that I did, probably because she was new, the first, 
and he wanted to watch her development, and train her. The same applied 
to some extent to the boys, probably more so to Bert, being the first son.

And then again, when I was just a baby he went away to the w ar for a 
couple of years and when he came back I was about two or three, and he was 
a stranger to me. I suppose the others were old enough to understand a bit 
better who he was, and able to accept him better. I remember Mother telling 
somebody later about how he had expressed a doubt about my acceptance of 
him. But then I had said something that made them feel that all was well. He 
had a way of saying, before going out, ‘Goodbye for a while’, in a sort of loud 
rhythmical way, which I rather liked, and once I snuggled up close to Mother 
and said, ‘It’s nice, him saying that’ . And after that it was considered that we 
were friends. Of course I don’t remember the incident, only Mother’s 
recalling of it, but I do remember the ‘Bye f  ra while,’ routine whenever he 
went out. One of his other jokes was the one of sitting on me! There was a 
sofa in the breakfast room where we had most of our meals, and sometimes 
after leaving the table I would lie there, and often he would come and sit 
lightly on me, bouncing about a bit. I didn’t like it, but I pretended I did! It 
was expected of me. It didn’t go on for long. I must have avoided lying there 
after meals.

The others in the family had an intimate knowledge of Kipling, because he 
was one of D ad ’s favourites and his stories were often read aloud in the
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evenings. Mother was an excellent reader, and she did most of it, though 
Win, Bert and Bill all had to take turns at reading aloud. Later on, I had to 
too, but by the time I got to the stage of reading aloud they had finished 
Kipling, and moved to other things, and also the pressures of life were getting 
heavier, and we didn’t have as much reading aloud as I think there had been 
earlier.

The fact of the older ones going off to school probably made a difference 
too. Bert was never a good reader, and still is quite bad at it, I think. D ad 
was the same, and so are three of my children. I’m sure it’s something to do 
with a condition now known as dyslexia. But that’s by the way. The point I’m 
making now is that W.S. throughout his life, I believe, had an interest in 
young people whom he felt he could train, or mould, into a pattern that 
pleased him. Just as one liked to train a dog! Some dogs respond, some don’t, 
and neither do some young people. I was one of the latter! I had an obstinate, 
independent nature, and I had never come to the point of really accepting 
him as my friend, and so drifted out of his reach, both physically and 
metaphorically. I learned to find my own amusements and interests.

As we approached adulthood I remember saying something to Win about 
how we had nothing in common and she was rather shocked. She had 
regarded him, till she grew up, as a sort of fount of all wisdom and something 
of a friend as well. I think the boys felt much as I did, though perhaps less so. 
We were all afraid of his cutting sarcasm and criticisms. But Bert grew up 
and took an interest in the farm ; they had that great interest in common. 
Then there developed the political interest as well, and the two of them could 
talk about almost anything man to man, which was not possible with us, 
especially girls.

As girls we were not included in any of the farm talk. It went on in front of 
us, but we just kept quiet and didn’t ask questions. I marvel now at how I let 
an interesting world go past, and never asked any questions about anything. 
I was really afraid to air my ignorance, I suppose, and be exposed to his 
scathing comments, or theirs either. ‘Fancy not knowing that’ was the sort of 
comment that would greet any inquiry. So I just kept quiet. And having 
failed to develop an inquiring mind, and having little self-confidence for 
many years, I didn’t do well at school, and have not made the most of my 
opportunities since. Oh well.

And what of Mother? She was the main influence on our early lives, I 
suppose, but now I realise in a somewhat negative fashion. And this was 
because she had never had happiness herself. I believe her early childhood 
had been pretty miserable. Grandfather Dawson had been one of the early 
pioneers, and I ’m rather hazy about her early life. I know he had done a lot 
of droving all over the country, and then I think he must have had a small 
farm at the Burra. Most of Mother’s reminiscences were of the Burra area.

There were three older members of the family, Charlie, Lottie and Sue. 
Then came Nelly. I didn’t know about Nelly till just at the time of her death, 
when I was about nine. I realise now that it must have been a case of 
German measles before her birth but that was not known in those days, and 
it was said that her mother had got a fright and this had affected the baby.
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She was deaf and I think hopelessly retarded. I’m not sure that Nelly ever 
learnt to walk. Later there were Fred, Alf and finally May. She used to say 
the family divided into two halves. She was close friends with Fred and Alf, 
particularly with Alf, but not with the older ones. But they were all so much 
older that they were more or less grown up and left by the time she was a 
child.

Her childhood was blighted by having to mind Nelly. She seems to have 
had no love for her parents, whom she had to treat with respect. The only 
actual criticisms I heard her make was that her father was obstinate, but a 
world of things were implied. Once when I moaned about having to mend 
my own clothes she said that when she was younger than me she had to mend 
not only her own, but her brothers’ clothes as well. I once heard her say that 
at the time they left Burra and came to live at Merrindie, she made a vow 
that if she could have one happy year there, she would never complain again. 
‘And I’ve had many happy years here’, she said.

W hat is happiness? Perhaps in her case it might have been happiness in 
contrast from the life she had lived before. Looking back now, I wonder if 
she was ever really happy. But then, I suppose it is only something relative. 
Of her meeting with D ad she told of the arrival of the Dawsons at Tarlee 
Station one night and being met by this rather awkward young man with the 
buggy. By the time she reached home she had decided there was something in 
him after all. I don’t know too much about how the romance developed, but
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I do know that D ad would sometimes go up there for some tutoring or 
discussion on literature. Mother had not had any higher education, but was 
an avid reader of any book she could lay her hands on, and so had read much 
more than he had. She had also contributed a few articles to a pen column 
run by one ‘M agpie’, a Miss Winifred Scott. This had been one of Mother’s 
few outlets, and I think D ad asked her to give him some coaching or 
something, and I suppose that’s how it happened. W hat sort of a love it was 
between them it is hard to imagine.

They were both so tied up in themselves. I think Mother had been quite a 
rebellious free-speaking child, or perhaps only in contrast to the prim child 
she was expected to be, but by the time she grew up, living in subjection to 
dogmatic elders all her life, whatever spirit she had had originally must have 
been crushed out of her. And I guess it was fi. natural thing to exchange the 
dominance of elderly parents for the more refreshing dominance of a man 
younger than herself! I remember just a few comments on their early life 
together. Before my own m arriage she said that she had known the basic facts 
about sex before she was married, but didn’t realise that it was the 
consummation of m arriage, only something that was done when one wanted 
children. So it was a fortnight before D ad was able to persuade her to do 
something about it! I don’t think sex was ever a great influence in his life 
either. I’ve never seen them cuddling and kissing, except for hearing (when I 
was a little girl and sometimes slept in their room) the dutiful kiss goodnight 
before sleep, or the kiss at time of departure. They called each other ‘dear’ 
but never any other term of endearment. The only other expression that was 
ever used, to my knowledge, was at times when D ad was away and Mother 
wrote letters to him ‘My dear Sunshine’ . This always intrigued me.

For their honeymoon they had a few days on Kangaroo Island at 
American River and Mother said, ‘Even I once got two fish on one line at 
once’ . Then, typically, they travelled round to places that D ad wanted to see, 
Eyre Peninsula and I think some relative in the north of NSW. It was always 
a case of seeing new types of farm , or land development, or something. Then 
back home, which was ‘the farm ’ as the Dawsons were still at Merrindie. 
D ad always had an unfortunate habit of snorting. It was some nasal trouble, 
and he used to snort loudly. Mother later confessed that many a time she 
almost threw the ink bottle at him, but never did. And to me that illustrates 
the relationship. D ad, like his father before him, had always expected 
agreement with what he thought and did, and he generally got it. Mother 
had been brought up to be obedient, to put others before self, and she had 
very little confidence in herself. And so it was a case of her waiting on him, as 
was the pattern of those days.

You may have read the little booklet he wrote about her after her death. 
It’s so very much from his own point of view, as he saw her. I’m sure there 
was another side to her that he never saw, which was always held in 
subjection. I used to see it, or hear it, sometimes when she was working in the 
kitchen or the house and talking to herself in a loud whisper, I would hear her 
letting off steam and exploding about something or other. I was always a bit 
frightened by it — uncomfortable — and tried to find something to do
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elsewhere. So I never really knew if she was letting off steam at D ad, or 
someone else, but it was probably him.

Then when he came in she would wait on him as usual, probably feeling 
guilty for having entertained such rebellious thoughts. I wonder if she ever 
did make any objections or protests in the early days. She may have done, but 
found it not worth it, as I found out later on when I tried once or twice. As 
Bill once commented, ‘If you ever object to anything he does, he gets so 
horribly humble that you just can’t bear it.’ Sometimes she would disagree 
with him over a minor matter, and he would say, in an appealing sort of 
voice, ‘Well just as you like, dear, but I think . . .’ and it generally ended up 
as he wanted it. However she must have put her foot down a few times. Bert 
had to be called Charles (her father) Robert (his father) rather than Robert 
Charles, because she ‘Wasn’t going to have any R .C . Kellys’ !’ And Bill had to 
be known as Will, and if we ever got to calling him Bill, she would switch to 
his other name of Bryan, instead. He was always called Will, till about the 
time he left Merrindie School, when it somehow or other gradually changed 
to Bill. Win was named after the ‘M agpie’ aforementioned, and mine was 
just a favourite name of hers. Apparently D ad had no strong feelings about 
names for girls.

I remember that in that booklet on Ada May Kelly he talked quite a bit 
about the class of young men that used to come to the house, but he didn’t 
speak of the birth of the children. Most men would feel these events were 
quite landmarks, especially the first. I was in America at the time of her 
death, when he wrote it, and when I commented that he had overlooked the 
birth of the children, he was quite hurt that I should find any fault in it.

Mother’s love for her children was not a demonstrative one. Her only 
demonstrative relationship was with cats. She adored them. They had been 
her companions through an unhappy childhood and now were an outlet in 
an inhibited life. She would sit and stroke a cat and it would smooge all over 
her, and there was an unashamed response between the two. With people, 
even her children, there was a sort of bashfulness. However, we felt that she 
understood us, and had our interests at heart. We were all expected to keep 
quiet in the presence of D ad or ‘Father’ but when he was not there the 
conversation round the meal table was free and easy. I don’t know that I ever 
confided any close feelings witn her. Such intimate gates of communication 
were never open. But there was a general sense of friendship and concern. 
She had a strong moral sense, never saying anything that was remotely 
untrue. And she would never say anything unkind. If she knew anything 
unfavourable about anyone, she kept it to herself. I think I heard, only once, 
a criticism of a certain man. Mostly she would stand up for anyone who was 
being criticised, pointing out that there may have been reasons for odd 
behaviour. I have always been glad of this, as D ad with his forthright 
comments, and his tendency to wipe anyone that didn’t meet with his full 
approval, might have taught us all to do the same, had it not been for her 
influence. She would do anything for anyone, and was most at home with 
simple folk. Her whole life was one of service to others, first to Stan, then 
those around her.
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She was very fond of gardening, and I think it was there that she and I 
were closest to each other. Perhaps it was this feeling that made me stick to 
gardening when the others began going off to games on Saturday afternoons. 
I was happier there and we would spend several happy hours in the garden 
together. We used to be able to get seeds of annuals through school and the 
choosing of the seeds and the sowing of them and watching them come up 
and later planting them out, with sometimes a few bulbs as well, m ade a 
common interest that we really shared.

By contrast tennis was something that you had to do well or else you were 
a ‘booby’ and subject to ridicule, so who would choose that when there was 
this wonderful world of growth under one’s fingers? That was the way I felt, 
and I’m afraid I still do. I mentioned earlier the garden chopped off at the 
end, level with the far end of the house as it then was. But quite early in my 
life this was extended to enclose a square at the front. It was realised that the 
house would ultimately be added to, so no shrubs were planted close to the 
house, only far enough away to be clear when the house should be extended. 
Among these was the White Cedar, or Melia tree, which I believe is still 
there, quite close to the verandah. Within that area there was nothing much, 
except a bed of daffodils. This was one of Mother’s rare luxuries.

One year she had expressed a wish for some new bulbs, and D ad in one of 
his rare glimpses of her wants, told her to get as many as she wanted. He 
probably encouraged her to get more than originally selected. Anyway the 
bulbs finally came, and the men were persuaded to dig a patch for them in 
the front of the house, and they were planted in rows and labelled. Mother 
was so impatient waiting for them to come up that she even dug one up to see 
if it was moving. I don’t remember the actual blooms as well as the 
excitement and the daily count as to how many had now come up. These 
bulbs had to be moved when the house was extended and I can’t remember 
what happened to them. A lawn was never considered in those days. A lawn 
took too much water, it was always said. We grew things in winter and 
spring, but as the summer got hotter it was a case of watering by hand just 
the most precious things and letting the others go.

We had only the underground tank (and a small tank in the garden) and 
that was never full. Mother suspected that there might have been a leak in it 
but it seems that the men were always too busy to do anything about it. The 
little verandah off the breakfast room and wash-house had a down pipe 
under which a tub would be put to catch any rain that came. One of Lorna’s 
first actions when she went there was to have that verandah connected to the 
underground tank, and have the tank itself cleaned (we had cleaned it 
several times) and mended so that it held more water. Never again has the 
place been as short of water as it was in my time, because it wasn’t the done 
thing to harass the men to make repairs around the house for the sake of the 
women, when they had so much to do on the farm. It was the duty of women 
to put up with conditions as they were.

The only built-in features of the kitchen were the wood stove, a ‘dresser’ to 
its left, which might still be there (a good deep cupboard low down with 
shelves above) and a sink to the right. This sink was useless. It was a great big
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earthenware square sink the drain of which was just a hole over a tin in the 
corner. There were shelves on the left of the sink. Above the sink was a tap. 
We did all washing up in a pan on the table, where everything was done, and 
then the slops were thrown into the tin in the corner. When it got full it was 
taken to the garden. If a man was about he was asked to take it, but usually it 
was one of the women. D ad did try to train the boys to keep an eye on it and 
empty it when possible. On the stove there was always the fountain, a big 
iron vessel with a tap at the bottom, which was our hot water supply. We had 
to see that it was kept full. There was a good big kettle as well, for quick hot 
water and lots of iron saucepans.

Until the time when the house was extended, and a proper bathroom 
made where the study had been before, with its own chip-heater, the only 
way of having a warm bath was to bring a tub in from the wash-house, put 
in on the floor near the stove, and pour in hot water from the fountain and 
kettles. As kids we did this once a week, one after the other.

One of my jobs, as a little girl, was to fill the baskets under the kitchen 
table with kindling. I used to take them out in the paddocks to gather sticks 
and bark. Mother always wondered why it took me so long. Usually I forgot 
what I was supposed to be doing, and lost myself in a world of make-believe. 
I would act out all kinds of dram atic situations, from ‘families’ when quite 
small, to dramatising poems and adventure, when bigger. Then I’d remem
ber what I was there for and scurry to get the job done and be in in time to 
feed the lambs, or whatever the next job was. The men were expected to 
chop the wood, and if ever a meal was not ready when they came in, they 
would chop wood, and sometimes even bring it into the kitchen.

The wash-house had no door into the kitchen in those days. It was just a 
lean-to tacked onto the house at a later stage. It had a copper in the corner. 
Next to it was a wooden bench on which stood two large tubs on a stand in 
the middle of which was clamped the wringer. Everything was boiled except 
the coloureds. And in my very young days there was an old machine for 
these. It was a sort of round tub on legs, and in the lid was a kind of agitator 
which moved when a lever at the side was moved. If the men were not too 
busy, D ad would make a point of helping on washing day, by working this 
lever and sometimes hy turning the wringer. The old machine petered out 
after a while and we had to do the coloureds by hand. As I became older and 
took more part in the washing I used to boil all kinds of things that Mother 
had thought couldn’t be boiled and they were alright. I confess there was 
something in the old boiling method that I miss with modern machines. It 
did a better job and it was a satisfying morning’s work.

Also in the house there was a mangle. In the days of our grandmothers the 
greatest pride seems to have been placed in having snow white, perfectly 
smooth linen. Mother was not a fussy person, but she had grown up with the 
idea that everything was either ironed or mangled before it was put away, 
and so this was done. Every place used to have a mangle in those days. At 
least Mother mangled a lot of things that others felt necessary to iron, e.g. 
sheets, table-cloths and tea towels. She would only iron (with an old 
charcoal flat iron) what was absolutely necessary. Later when we went to
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Melbourne and had no mangle, she soon learned to put away things like 
sheets with neither mangling nor ironing, a rare thing in those days. Mother 
was never fastidious. She was really very untidy. This trait, unfortunately, 
her children inherited. Back to the wash-house.

In the corner behind the door was the separator. Here the milk was 
brought, straight from milking, and what a row there was if we had 
forgotten to assemble it in time, or put out the necessary billy and bowls for 
the fresh milk and cream. Fresh milk for the house and for the aunts was first 
strained into their bowls, and the rest strained into the separator, which was 
then turned at an even pace, the cream coming out one spout, and skim milk 
out of the other. The skim milk was then fed to calves, lambs and dogs. The 
cream, apart from what we used, went into large cream cans, or bowls. 
From the bowls our own butter was churned, while the cans went once or 
twice a week to a butter factory at Hamley Bridge or somewhere. W hat sort 
of butter it made I often wondered, as it was well and truly sour by the time 
it got there. The only storage place to keep it cool was the cellar floor and 
then it would stand out in the sun waiting for the truck to come and get it. 
But Mother used to get some pin money out of it. Each can was weighed or 
tested for the amount of butter-fat and she was paid accordingly, a cheque 
coming once a month. Our own butter was churned when it was needed, 
usually one of the aunts coming down to do it, but often it was one of us. It 
was done in a wooden churn, and the cream had to be not too hot or too 
cold, or it wouldn’t ‘come’ .

All this butter making, washing and assembling the separator, made a deal 
of extra work, not to mention other jobs like filling and trimming the lamps, 
in the days before we got our electric plant, and emptying and cleaning the 
bowls and pots in the days before we had a bathroom, and cleaning the 
knives in the days before stainless steel. On most farms the milking was the 
woman’s job, too, but that’s one thing Mother never did. She just said she 
couldn’t and she didn’t. So if there were no kids old enough to do the milking, 
one of the men would come in early enough to do it in the evening, and they 
did it in the morning before breakfast. We usually had about four or six cows. 
I was never much of a milker. That was one advantage of being the youngest, 
there was generally a boy about who could do it, though when Bill went off 
to school I had to do it most evenings. When in practice it wasn’t a bad job, 
but miserable if not in practice.

Jim  tells me to be sure to tell you about ‘the little grey home in the west’ . It 
was always down the bottom of the yard (which in those days was just a wire 
fenced yard, going from level with the back wall of the house, where it 
joined the garden fence, down round the lav, along and up the other side just 
between the underground tank and windmill, ending in a gateway by the 
corner of the house). In my early days the lav was not sewered, and had just 
the raised throne with a hole, and a lower one for children! W hat fell went 
into a big pit and it was the pleasant duty of someone to clear this away once 
a year or so.

As a small child I always left the door open as I sat and meditated and 
looked out at the trees. I used to frighten myself by looking particularly at the
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sort of lump that showed up by the alignment of two trees. To me this looked 
like a wolf, and somehow got linked up with either Red Riding Hood or 
other stories with wolves in them, and I used to be scared of going there at 
night. Later when I saw the trees properly, I got over it.

Then when we got the septic tank we thought it was marvellous. Later, 
when we got older, Bert got the idea of keeping Hansard down there, so we 
would all become a bit familiar with politics. While Jim and Doug came to 
stay for their holidays (they came for most holidays at Princes), Doug had a 
wonderful way of needing to go down there straight after meals, and this 
used to cause great comment from the others who used to throw stones on the 
roof when he was there. So you see what a genteel family you’ve married 
into.

There’s nothing much more I can tell you about the actual house. Have 
you heard much about Merrindie School? I don’t know why it was given that 
name, whether it was D ad, or his father who decided it should be so named, 
or whether others in the district decided it out of respect for the Kellys. It was 
at the corner of our property. I think it was placed there instead of at Giles 
Corner as it was considered it would be more central for various families near 
the range, who were not near any other school area. It was a simple little 
one-roomed school, with a three-roomed house and iron lean-to kitchen 
attached.

I believe the first teacher was a Mrs Neale who lived there with her family. 
Later, her daughter Mabel was the teacher but she didn’t live there. She 
boarded with the Pearson family, just beyond Giles Corner and used to walk 
to school every day as did many of her pupils. It must have been about two 
miles for her. She taught all of us right through our school days, except Win 
who had her first bit of schooling at East Adelaide. Miss Neale left before my 
last year, and was succeeded by Miss Inkster, who occupied the house.

The Merrindie School 1988
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For one person to teach seven classes at once, in one room, is not easy and 
now I marvel that anyone should be expected to do it, but it was very 
common in those days. It was done largely through lumping some classes 
together for oral teaching, while others were set work that they could do 
quietly.

This was hard to do when history or poetry was being taught, or 
something else that was interesting. The result was that we tended to absorb 
the interesting things the older classes were learning long before we reached 
the level ourselves, while arithmetic and other dull subjects were sadly 
neglected. We had to do a good deal of homework to catch up with what we 
didn't do in class. Arithmetic was always my worst subject and I’m still 
hopeless at anything to do with figures. Miss Neale was very strict about us 
keeping quiet and sitting up straight. We had no individual desks, but six long 
ones, with adjoining forms. I don’t think grade one desks were any smaller 
than the others. There were no back rests, nor any place for books except the 
book which we kept next to us on the seat.

Originally there were just two large blackboards on easels, only one of 
which was used much, but during my time a great new improvement was 
brought about by having a 'built-in’ blackboard along the front wall, with 
shelves above and below it. This was used mainly for work of a semi
permanent nature and arty effects. The teacher sat at a small table, generally 
in the right hand corner near the fireplace. During winter that fire was kept 
going, and if we were very good, we were allowed to do reading or quiet 
things near the fire. There was a large cupboard at the back which held the 
library and other things.

The only musical instrument was a gramophone. I believe before I began 
school Miss Neale used to teach singing sometimes, but she gave up and I 
don’t think I ever had a singing lesson until Miss Inkster came and tried to get 
some music into us, with the help of a tuning fork. There were a couple of 
kids who had come from another school with a bit of an ear for music but 
most of us were hopeless, and I marvel that she persevered as she did.

During Miss Inkster’s time I began to enjoy school. It may have been 
partly that I was beginning to be interested in boys, but it was also her 
attitude of being friends with us, instead of a strict autocrat. I was alone in 
the seventh grade while there were four boys, mostly older than me, in the 
sixth. She used to give me a few benefits, I realised later, and left me to my 
own devices quite a bit. She had no reliable watch, so used to blow the first 
whistle when she saw me arriving. And I think we were quite often late out 
of school often because we were just enjoying it. For poetry, instead of the 
weak things Miss Neale had taught us, we had dramatic things like The 
Revenge and I used to have fun reciting these with great dram atic effect 
while going to and from school on my horse.

Perhaps it was the going and coming from school that was the main 
feature of life in the country in those days. So many things could happen 
‘coming home from school’ . By our shortest route across the paddocks, it was 
two-and-a-half miles. By road, we were told, it was three-and-a-quarter. 
Our route varied according to what crops were planted in the various
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paddocks and the condition of the creeks and gates. Before I went to school 
the other three children used to ride on old Wren. When the four of us were 
going, we used to sometimes have our photos taken on Wren but there was 
not really room for Bert at the back so we graduated to a little cart, pulled, of 
course, by Wren.

Wren had several foals and I think Robin and Rajah must have been born 
during the school-going days. Just how we managed when she was off-duty I 
can’t remember, but I know that after a while we would have the young foal 
coming along with us. The day I remember most vividly must have been 
after Bert had gone to Princes, and Bill and I were in the cart, Max 
Wundersitz making a third. Rajah must have reached the stage when he had 
been left home for the day and Wren was anxious to get home to him. For 
some reason she wouldn’t go properly, but jibbed in her excitement, so we did 
a bit of manoeuvring, turned her another way till she got going, then turned 
for home. By this time she was well under steam and as we turned a sharp 
corner around a bank she tipped the cart right over. She somehow got her 
legs over the shafts and sat there. We miraculously crawled out from 
underneath the cart, managed to get her separated from the cart and up she 
sprang and off she dashed, with harness trailing behind her. So we just had to 
walk, going the long way she had taken in order to pick up bits of harness she 
might drop on the way. You can imagine how Mother felt when she saw her 
coming up the hill with half her harness and no cart. When we finally 
arrived she came running out to find out what had happened.

Several years after me there was Joan Kelly who lived at ‘Ramsey’ over the 
Alma Range. Most of their contacts were on the Alma side, but she was a 
good distance from any school and I think her mother decided to let her go to 
ours, to have our friendship and protection for most of the ride. She had five 
miles, the longest of any of us, which must have been a big thing for a little 
grade one kid. I’m afraid I wasn’t as protective as I should have been and 
sometimes scorned her for being a bit of a sissy and a cry baby, but now I 
realise what an ordeal it must have been for her.

Anyway, I remember particularly one day when she was riding her horse, 
probably she was about grade three at this time, Bill, Max W. and I were in 
the cart, and she was on ahead. Her horse was a rough, though generally a 
reliable nag, but on this occasion I think he shied at something and she fell 
off. I suppose we chided her for falling. We would! When we got up to her 
she was rolling around on the ground, crying. She didn’t respond when we 
told, her to get in the cart and I think we were dragging her in when the 
oldest Wundersitz boy came on the scence. He had seen the fall and came to 
investigate and got us to treat her gently. I think he could see that she was not 
quite right. We also noticed that she was pale and not her normal self, though 
when I pointed out something to her she leaned forward to look at it.

Her horse preceded us up our hill so once again Mother came out to meet 
us. We drove up to the door with Joan and Mother carried her in, though I 
pointed out that she could walk. Later Mother let her walk into the kitchen 
where it was warmer and she lay on the couch there. She phoned for her 
mother but by this time Joan ’s eyes were going all round the place and they
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sent for the doctor from Riverton. I don’t know what was done, but I do 
remember that poor Joan was unconscious for a long time and we were all 
very nervous about how things were going, and wished we had treated her 
more gently from the start.

After Bill left for Princes, I had Tiny (Bert’s little pony) to myself and Wren 
was more or less pensioned off for a while. Tiny was a wonderful little pony, 
full of zest if she was in the mood. There were some days when she didn’t 
want to be caught in the mornings, and on these occasions she would twist 
and dodge and defy us all to get her. On such occasions the whole household 
would have to come out and help capture her. But she was easy enough to 
ride. Often she was away as soon as she felt the weight on the stirrup so that 
we would be a chain or so down the road before the other foot was over and 
in the other stirrup, but we soon learned to cope with that. They found her 
one morning with a broken leg, probably caused by a kick from one of the 
other horses. D ad couldn’t bear to have her destroyed, as was usually done 
with broken legs and called the vet from Kapunda. He decided to try and set 
it with plaster of paris so this was done. She lay there and we fed her, then 
she got to limping round on three legs, even going very fast that way. Then 
we noticed that she was beginning to put her other foot down and finally she 
was as right as rain again. It must have been during her off-duty patch with 
her bad leg that the above accident to Joan happened, as otherwise one of us 
would have been riding her.

Tiny quietened down after that, and could no longer win prizes for being 
the best school pony at the Tarlee show. She was a wonderful little 
companion and must have heard all my dram atic renderings of poems, both 
the ones set for learning and the ones I learnt somehow, not to mention a few 
I made up. And perhaps she felt my interest in a certain John. I thought I 
was madly in love with John that last year. I never saw him again and often 
wonder what happened to him.

All our schooling at Merrindie School was aimed at the great test of 
scholarship at the end of seventh grade, known as the QC (Qualifying 
Certificate). For this great hurdle all the candidates from nearby schools 
converged on Riverton, taking their lunch, and taking the whole day over the 
formidable exams. I remember the excitement in the school when Win went 
off for hers along with her classmate, Murray Arthur. I believe the usual 
mark in the school has been somewhere in the four hundreds, out of a 
possible 700. To get 600 was a scholarship, which was considered something 
enormous.

Of course some time elapsed before the results came out, but before the 
end of the year the mysterious envelope would arrive at the school and we 
watched Miss Neale open it with suppressed excitement. I remember the 
excited voice in which she announced, ‘Winnie, you’ve got 515!’ I think it 
was the best mark the school had had, and we all basked in reflected glory.

Then two years later it was Bert’s turn. I think he rode Tiny to Riverton for 
the day. And when the envelope came, he managed to get 596. Simply 
terrific! What a pity he hadn’t got four more marks for a scholarship. It turned 
out that he got one after all, eventually, as a certain number were awarded
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and it went down as far as him. How much the scholarship helped at Princes,
I don’t know.

Then there was Bill. He went and got one more mark than Bert. This was 
getting monotonous, and I was getting nervous. Actually I think Bill didn’t 
use the scholarship that again extended down to him, as D ad decided to let 
Win have a fifth year at school and he couldn’t afford to have three members 
there at once, so Bill had a year at home before going away. He was expected 
to make good use of that year, learning Latin and French, having a vegetable 
garden of his own in the Sulby paddock and of course helping on the farm.

Belentlessly my turn came to sit for the QC. About half way through the 
year I remember D ad  saying to me, ‘I expect you to get at least 600, Marion’ . 
This was probably intended as a compliment, as an implication that I was 
more intelligent than the others, or something, but it had the effect of 
making me scared that I was going to let the family down. At one moment I 
would be confident, then I would be scared. I knew I was hopeless at 
arithmetic but I was reasonably good at other things, but I had the 
uncomfortable feeling that though Miss Inkster had caused me to enjoy 
school perhaps she hadn’t cramm ed me with as many facts as Miss Neale 
would have done. Anyway I went off, again riding Tiny.

I believe I got most of my sums wrong. I didn’t finish my History, or nearly 
finish, getting too long-winded about Henry V III, and I remember getting 
very annoyed with one of the supervisors strolling around and reading what 
some of us were writing. I hated anyone to read as I wrote, and this put me 
off my stride, but of course I didn’t complain about it. Well, the results came 
out and of course Marion got 454, the smallest mark in the family! What else 
could one expect?

I was supposed to go to Methodist Ladies’ College the next year, and 
Mother was beginning to get my uniform ready when D ad was asked to go 
on the Tariff Board. W hat a tremendous decision was in the offing. Fancy 
having to go and live in a town! And Melbourne at that! For Mother it was a 
dreadful thing to face and she made us all feel the same. City life was too 
terrible. But the decision was made at last and we were to move off early in 
the year.

Bill stayed at Princes for that year with Bert, and then he also came to 
Melbourne and had two years there at Wesley, while Bert left and went 
straight to Merrindie to learn farming under George Cornish, who was the 
man at the farm and who managed the place for several years with much 
correspondence and a few visits from D ad. We all had many adjustments to 
make to city life, and I had a tremendous adjustment to a big girls’ school, 
not being any the easier for entering it at second term. I was pretty miserable 
there for quite some time, but wouldn’t admit it to anyone but myself, till an 
older girl I’d met at Sunday School took me under her wing and included me 
in her group. There I made friends and after that I was right.

Well D ale, I guess I could go on indefinitely, but you must be sick of it all 
by now. I ’m afraid I get terribly verbose.

I look forward to meeting your children some day. I hear they are 
marvellous.
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Merrindie Reminiscences 
of Bill Kelly

Kangaroo Island,

D ear D ale AugUSt’ 1969-L/Cdl L /d lc ,

I had read the preceding articles by Marion, Bert, Lorna and Win with great 
interest. It is fitting that I should write mine last, both because it leaves me 
less to fill in and because I’m usually lagging anyway.

Before I start on my own recollections I would like to add a bit about 
Mother’s parents, as I don’t feel that they have hardly been treated fairly to 
date. I often wish I could recall the droving yarns that Grandfather Dawson 
told us; I remember that in his dotage he often repeated his tales over and 
over again. This caused Bert and me great amusement for when he had
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finished a tale, we used to say, Tell us about that time you drove the cattle 
. . and off he would go on the same tale again. The pity of it was that we 
didn’t have enough brains to realise that he was telling some quite historical 
yarns. However, I remember some of the things that Mother told me later.

One was of the Stuart expedition which crossed Australia south to north 
and had their last civilised meal at Oraparinna which Grandfather was 
m anaging at the time. Stuart must have been impressed as he named 
Charlotte Waters after Grandmother; not that it is much of a place, but I 
think it is worth remembering.

Grandfather was the first to find the way into W ilpena Pound, where he 
found the skeleton of a very long-horned bullock, which must have wandered 
there and got lost. The old chap must have been really tough and the best of 
pioneer stuff and possibly as obstinate as Marion suggests, but I feel that was 
a very necessary ingredient for one of the first white inhabitants of the 
Flinders Ranges.

I had better get on with my own bit. Bill Edgerley told me that he drove 
Mother into Riverton just before I was born, as D ad was ‘busy’ at the time, 
for, as it was December, harvest was in full swing. I can recall a few vague 
memories of the time before we shifted to East Adelaide. I was still three, 
D ad left for the w ar and I remember Nelson Kelly nursing me on his knees 
and showing me his pocket compass. Nelson went with D ad and was killed 
on the night that D ad was wounded.

I vividly remember the day D ad left for overseas. He boarded the train at 
Mitcham and us kids waited an interminable time with Mother for the train 
to leave. Bert cried about half the night, and Mother came in to comfort him, 
all of which kept me awake.

Win has painted life at East Adelaide very well and we certainly lived a 
fairly spartan existence. I recall those long walks to the Arthurs’ at 
Payneham, as they were very long for my young legs. I also remember a 
tricycle on which I explored East Adelaide and frequently got lost. Looking 
back on it I feel that D ad should never have gone, for it was too rough to 
leave us four devils with Mother, but that was the way it was done. I recall 
that one reason Mother agreed to it was because of a propaganda tale that 
some German had cut a little girl’s hands off at the wrists. I suppose a lot of 
German fathers went to their fronts on similar doubtful evidence. Anyway, 
to this day I can never work out why they all went. I don’t agree with all the 
long-haired youths of today, but I can’t help wishing there were a lot more of 
them in 1914.

When I recall the honour roll at the Giles Corner Church and all the other 
honour rolls about the country and I think what we got in return, I think 
Australia paid far too high a price. But of course I didn’t get around to that 
way of thinking until I sat on my tail in a POW camp for a couple of years 
some twenty years later. We were all frightfully loyal at the time.

I well recall D ad ’s home-coming; Bill Edgerley (good old Bill who had 
done about four-and-a-half years of war service himself) came round in the 
morning and hung strings of flags about the verandah. Charles Sutton drove 
Mother, Marion and me down to Outer Harbor (Bert and Win had colds,
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poor things) in Mr Sutton’s car, to the meet the good ship Koomala. Mother 
stayed at the car with Marion while Mr Sutton and I went looking for D ad 
among all those soldiers coming down the gang-planks; we found him and I 
got a bit of a shock to find that he had grown a moustache.

I remember that D ad had seen the play, ‘Peter Pan and Wendy’ in London, 
and he had a child’s translation of the play which he read to us, and as soon 
as he finished we asked him to read it again; I think he read it three times and 
I always got a kick of Captain Hook being swallowed by the crocodile.

We were soon back at Merrindie and my first memories are of men pulling 
down an old straw-covered implement shed, which was situated just south of 
the present shed to the north-west of the house. Then of course there was the 
great excitement of watching the White House being built. One of the 
builders being a Mr Tanner. He was a newly-wed and made the awful 
mistake of bringing his wife along too; they shared the man’s room in our 
stable (later used as a chaff shed). Bert and I, with our rustic sense of 
humour, found it amusing to tip sand and dirt down from the loft in the 
stable through the cracks on the edge of the ceiling into their room, which 
made the worthy Mr Tanner quite agitated and he swore diabolical threats at 
us from below. He tried to catch us a couple of times, but we were fairly nifty 
around those rafters; they did not stay long, which Bert and I thought a pity.

Down at the farm at that time was a married man, Will Potter with wife 
and daughter Jean, my first girl friend (aged five). They left about 1922 
when George Cornish came to live there. It may be worth putting down a 
few of those who did the toil about the place, when I first went there; there 
was Mercer Ward, who was once engaged to Hazelton’s Elmer Kelly. Then 
there was Dudley Adamson, who was a bit of a bludger, and much later 
came two Scotch lads, Ralph Lee and Angas Thompson; Angas later married 
Rose Kelly and is now a Presbyterian parson in Victoria.

Angas was a great one to play bagpipes and I remember hearing them first 
from Merrindie, when he was playing them a mile away down at the farm. 
They sounded very pleasant, but I must confess that I reckon that is the 
correct distance from which to listen. Angas became pipe sergeant of the 
band in my unit during the war (2nd Eighth Field Ambulance), and 
incidentally a bomb shattered his bagpipes while in Tobruk, but Angas 
patched them up with Elastoplast etc., and unfortunately (I am told) made 
them work again.

He later played those pipes on a musical session of the ABC. Bryan Carter 
(another of our unit), who introduced him, said that as far as he knew Angas 
was the only Scotsman ever wounded in the bagpipes. At about the same 
time there was a young Englishman, Harold Evans and Allan Drummond, 
who was there much earlier. There was also a lad named Rodney Mitchell 
who was a definite no-hoper. Much later came Ken Thompson, Angas’s 
brother who was a compulsive humorist and I always felt that he had a lean 
deal out of life. He was also in my unit and was killed at E l Alamein.

I think I should also mention some of the maids Mother had in the house; 
Rhona Meyer has already been mentioned by Win. There was also Mabel 
Whittlesea and later her sister Vera, who married Edgar Kelly of the Ramsey
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lot, and now lives in Port Lincoln. Then we were lucky enough to have 
Clarrie Clarke for some time before she went nursing. Marion has made 
special mention of ‘Nurnie’, Sister McPharlane who helped with the nursing 
of Grandfather Dawson.

I do not remember much about Grandfather Kelly, except that I travelled 
with him about the place in the sulky and was expected to open some 
difficult gates. He was held in some awe by most of the family. The aunts at 
the White House have been dealt with at some length by the others. Flo of 
course was quite a crank and in my very young days she was most 
formidable. However, when I realised how silly she was I found out that she 
was ticklish and whenever she started to lecture me I would tickle her and 
make her giggle. From that time on I was a bit of a white-haired boy and as 
time went on I always played on her pity so that she continually referred to 
me as the ‘poor old chap’, which suited me fine. How Amy put up with her I 
never knew. Amy was a big help to all the youths about the place, and the 
White House became a place for rural sing-songs and harmless games, which 
were some outlet from the dull routine. Of the other sisters of the Kelly 
family I hold Mary in the highest regard for she was a wonderful mother to 
the Arthur boys and a very wise aunt to us. M ab was a simple soul, but wise 
for all that; I really never knew how wise until I used to seek her out in later 
life and listen to her telling stories about the family. The Dunn family was a 
very happy one. Uncle Arthur was a very human person who must have been 
a great help wherever he went, and the children were all great friends of 
ours.

Most of us have had a good chop at D ad, and I would agree with a lot of it. 
He dominated the scene far too much, but that was far more typical of his 
generation and the one before it. No doubt his father and many sisters gave 
him an over estimation in his prowess, but lest it be said that we have written 
him down too much I would like to say that he always thought he was doing 
the ‘right thing’ . I don’t think anybody could ever accuse him of trying to do 
the ‘wrong’ thing. He had his ideas and principles and stuck to them no 
matter what, and nobody could ever doubt his courage. I suppose that was 
his greatest quality, and after all it is a pretty good one to have in some 
measure, and I guess that is what made him the valued adviser to so many 
people in high places. To D ad it never mattered whether he got the sack or 
not, he was incorruptible.

Added to that he had a great gift of getting to the heart of a problem and 
reducing it to understanding for simple souls. One has only to meet those 
who worked with him in critical times to know that he really was a great 
Australian. From him I learnt much and I am sorry that he didn’t 
understand us better, but I don’t blame him. I regret that when I was very 
young Bert and I spent our Saturdays hoeing thistles ‘to make ourselves 
useful’ , rather than studying nature after the Smyth tradition. I will always 
be sorry that we didn’t do more for Mother, and gave the girls such a hell of a 
time.

And now to Mother; M arion’s description is only right in patches, and to 
suggest that Mother didn’t have a happy life at Merrindie, is rubbish. I know
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it should have been a lot happier and D ad and us boys are largely to blame. I 
can picture Mother sitting on the front verandah about sunset, watching the 
changing colours on the fallows and stubbles on the hills towards Kapunda. 
She never ceased to enjoy that view right until the last, or the one from the 
kitchen window towards Wake’s; or her favourite books, or flowers, or cats, 
or her churches or her family, for that matter. In this pampered age we tend 
to confuse happiness with comfort and luxury, and sitting about with our feet 
up. Largely, of course, the reverse is true, and the happy people are most 
often found in those that serve most; e.g. J. H. Allen or Mary Dunn.

I believe that we kids have been very lucky that we learned this at an early 
age. I know that we have all been a trial to our various married mates with 
our great untidiness, but to me it has been invaluable to be able to be happy 
in most unfavourable circumstances. I owed a lot to Mother in POW camps 
and Indian villages, and in realising the virtue of simple people. How dull it 
is to live in a first-class hotel when there are simple people to get to know and 
enjoy. I know that we all inherit that from Mother, and if you like to dig 
around any place where she lived you will find very worthwhile people, who 
treasure her memory.

Marion also suggests that she had the spirit crushed out of her, it all 
depends on what you mean by ‘spirit’ . I think we should all read her diary, 
written in England during the last w ar to see whether we agree with that or 
not. I believe that she was indomitable, in spite of all that she had to put up 
with. One of my greatest regrets is that I didn’t do so many of the little things 
that I should have done to make her life just that much easier and happier.

Merrindie School has been well recorded by the others. I disliked Miss 
Neale intensely, but looking back I have great respect for her. What she 
lacked in ability and imagination she made up for in great dedication by 
teaching us what she did know. The walk up from Giles Corner each day to 
start right on time and keep up with the timetable for all those years is surely 
something at which to wonder. Marion gives me undue credit for obtaining 
597 in the Q C, actually it was 591, largely due to 100 in history. To emphasise 
how stupid the system was I should mention that there were four of us took 
that exam in 1925. Of these, Joan Pearson was easily the brightest. Poor Joan 
became nervous and got half her sums wrong so that she finished with about 
454, whereas Norma Arthur, who was a bit of a scatter brain, got hers right 
and finished up with the aforementioned 597. Max Wundersitz was the other 
and he just scraped through.

Riding of course was one of the greatest pleasures of life and to this day, 
when I go to a show, I always have to suppress a giggle when I see all the 
good riders in all the right attire bouncing about in the correct manner on 
those well-groomed horses. I know that I shouldn’t do this for no doubt they 
ride very well, but I picture in my own mind how they would fare if they 
caught one of our horses in the house paddock and jumped on it without 
saddle or bridle and sent it hell for leather to the stable.

I was the noted dreamer of the family. Win has mentioned Patch was a 
harness horse and not ridden. He had a vague resemblance to one called Arch 
who had some racehorse blood in him . Arch was a decent old nag and quiet
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The old twenty horse stable

enough. While getting the horses in, one frosty morning, in my usual dreamy 
manner, by some miracle of misfortune, I caught Patch in mistake for Arch. I 
swung on his back before he recovered from the surprise; he gave one 
almighty snort and headed for home at the rate of knots, grazing the stable 
gate as I raised a leg and thundered into the rail at the far side of the stable as 
I slid off the other side. No, I shall continue to giggle at those beautiful 
bouncing bottoms of those well groomed kids on their well groomed ponies.

One great pleasure Bert and I had in our youth was going to Scouts at 
Riverton, where the Rector, Rev. Alan Webb, had made a really first class 
Scout troop. He was formerly a Padre in the Light Horse in World War I so 
that he knew all the cavalry drill. At one stage there must have been thirty of 
us mounted on horses besides a bicycle patrol and the foot-sloggers. Webb 
was really a great man and the absolute ideal in Scout masters. Riverton was 
indeed fortunate to have him for so long. It was a nine-mile ride each way for 
Bert and me and we picked Len Davy up on the way. Returning in the 
evening, we often waited for the passenger train just outside Riverton and 
tried to race it for a couple of miles, as they ran parallel to the road. The 
drivers used to blow the whistle and let off a lot of steam and we pushed the 
horses along, while passengers encouraged us from the windows. How we 
didn’t kill the horses was a miracle; we really were rough on those ponies.

The ponies have received favourable mention from others; Tiny, of course 
was unique. I think it should be mentioned that when it was decided to get 
her in foal, Bert rode her down to Adelaide to mate with a stallion, doing the 
sixty miles in a day, which showed something of her stamina. He rode her 
back in a day also some time later, but unfortunately she did not get in foal.
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I know of Win’s love of Jenny, although I never did like that mare myself. 
Incidentally Wren had another Jenny late in life. It was this mare that caused 
D ad ’s accident with his pelvis in about 1949. I had Peter, one of Wren’s later 
foals with me on the Island for a many years and he was the pick of the lot.

Win also mentions my dog Sandy, which was a good mate to me. We were 
great hunters, and when Sandy and I went rabbiting we really thought like 
rabbits. We would sneak up to a hiding place just short of a burrow and he 
would wait there while I filled up the holes. During this time Sandy would 
just sit about and wait, but as soon as the holes were filled he would scout 
about and chase them in and we would catch them on top of their burrows. 
When we were together and came across one squatting he would never 
disturb it but stood poised until I first had a shot at it.

While I was going to Merrindie School I once broke my right wrist due to a 
foolish accident with a horse and cart. I didn’t realise it was broken and 
stayed out all day and the result was that by the time I was driven into 
Riverton that night it had set fairly hard in the wrong place. Old Dr Glynn 
did his best without either X-rays or anaesthetic, and set the wrist in wooden 
splints, and as it was my right wrist I was given a month’s holiday while it 
set. Soon after the splints were removed, in my usual careful manner I fell 
out of a tree and broke it again. Dr Glynn really made me grit my teeth while 
he ground those bones together. Anyway that meant another month chasing 
rabbits about the hills, which I recall with great pleasure.

One of the few things, at which I am still really good is seeing a rabbit or 
hare in the squat, and that goes back to the days of Sandy and a highlight of 
my youth. When he finally died of a fox bait, Marion and I shed lots of tears 
and gave him a fitting burial, cross and all.

Bert and I were each given single shot rifles at the age of nine. Probably it 
was dangerous but we were well drilled in being careful and we only had a 
few bullets each time so that we learnt to shoot fairly well. Much later I 
managed to purchase reject bullets from Sampson’s for 6/6 per thousand. I 
had a Mauser at the time and wasted a lot of these bullets before I became a 
fair sort of snap shot. I really had great fun around those hills and hunted 
when I neglected sheep and more routine work.

During 1927 I stayed home from school as D ad  reckoned he couldn’t keep 
three of us at college at the same time. I was supposed to do a lot of study at 
home, but being a lazy little devil, this did not occur, a fact which I do not 
regret. At that time we had a lad from Scotland working for us called Jim  
Milne and he did much to teach me the origins and facts of life, while I 
taught him something of the pleasures of hunting in the hills.

During all this time we regularly attended church on Sunday mornings, 
Sunday School in the afternoons, and Mother coached us in the Scriptures 
from time to time. The church was certainly the social centre and there 
wasn’t much running off the rails in those days. D ad referred to dicker’ in the 
direst terms, and any scandal there was must have been pretty harmless. I 
think that the literal interpretation of the Scriptures that we had drummed 
into us was a bit unfortunate, but Mother certainly understood the basic 
teaching behind it all so that on the whole it was good.
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Giles Corner C hurch anil lla ll

There were some very mediocre preachers who put me to sleep fairly 
regularly. An organ was placed in the church in memory of Grandfather 
Kelly and was played by Bill Edgerley, Mr Gilfillan, Dorothy Jacobs and 
Win. It also required air to be pumped into it by hand, which fell first to 
Dudley Kelly, then Bert, then me. I recall that on one occasion the parson put 
me to sleep during a long prayer and Mr Gilfillan had an embarrassing few 
moments before he woke me in order to raise sufficient air for the Lord's 
Prayer.

The Guild has rightly come in for favourable comment; it was a fairly 
rustic concern, but we were taught to express ourselves, and like Bert, I 
greatly admire those who put up with us.

I went to Princes full of the zest of life, and was most horribly homesick for 
the first year, but in my second year I settled down and enjoyed it. Going to 
Wesley in Melbourne and becoming a day-boy was a real come-down, but 
my pushbike and the friendship of the Arthur boys was a welcome relief. 
Also, the staff at Wesley, I now realise, were a wiser lot than those we had at 
Princes, Laurie Davies being the notable exception.

I returned to Merrindie in 1932 and they were really hard times and much 
of the criticism levelled at the place can really be attributed to the depression. 
We really did work hard and long and rather fortunately didn’t know that we 
were deprived of a lot of the joys of life. I was naturally far more lazy than 
Bert who worked with far more purpose. By the time I finished a day’s work 
I was more than ready for bed, and so I didn’t read as much as I should have 
done.

George Cornish was a very earnest little manager who kept us on the job 
with great diligence. I was never allowed to work the more complicated 
machinery, so that, like Bert, I formed a love for the old draught horses each
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with their certain peculiarities. This was somewhat offset by the toil that we 
did in carting hay and making chaff for them. Os Stratford was quite an 
efficient man at the farm but was pretty crude in some ways, but really got 
things done.

In spite of the toil we had our moments; Bert and I invested in a motor 
bike and side-car, designated ‘Mary the Matchless’ , which we bought for £25, 
and it was undoubtedly the world’s worst bike. The only thing that can be 
said in its favour was that we learned a little about the rudiments of an 
internal combustion engine. Later we changed it at great loss for a 3 V2 hp 
Ariel bike, which was a much better machine but we still had much to learn 
and spent most of the odd cash we had on it for a long time. I hate to recall 
some of the ‘gutsers’ I had from it, often riding without lights at night. 
Nevertheless we did get around and our games of cricket and football were 
highlights of the week.

D ad was in Melbourne tin the Tariff Board at that time and Mother and 
Win came back home to look after us; Marion also came a year later. My 
greatest regret is that we gave the girls such a poor time for it never occurred 
to us to ever take them out to anything exciting. We broke loose from family 
tradition and went to the local dances and balls, but it never occurred to us to 
take Win or Marion. Furthermore, if anybody took an interest in them we 
regarded the whole thing as a bit queer. Why the girls didn’t really kick up a 
fuss I will never know. And why Mother didn’t do something about it is also 
surprising; but there it was and for years they had no chance to participate in 
either sport, or any social functions outside the church.

I suppose that it was fortunate that D ad was not home during those years 
for he was a dominating personality and Bert and I were fairly pig headed, so 
that there would certainly have been some awful rows, and perhaps it would 
have split the family, a thing which for all our sins has not occurred. I used to 
dread D ad coming home as he bounced the ball on us rather unnecessarily.

While he was away we had a good deal of fun in our own way; mention 
has already been made of the visits of Jim and Doug Allen. The humour that

Bert, D oug Allen and Bill 1987
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rattled across the table in those days was pretty bright, and when one recalls 
Doug’s shocking puns and earthy limericks, as well as the contributions from 
each of us, then we remember that life was not dull.

Another visitor who should be mentioned is E . C. Dyason, who was a 
brilliant man from Melbourne whom I had known while living there. He 
stayed with us for a month at the end of 1934 while recuperating from a 
heart attack; Mother was in Melbourne with D ad at the time. I often feel 
that Dyason must have found some pleasure in re-orientating us. He was 
quite a sophisticated man as well as being a radical thinker and unorthodox 
in his habits, e.g. wandering about the hills in the nude to obtain an even 
sunburn. At all events he broadened our outlook considerably and I think we 
all matured a bit while he was there I remember him as one of the wisest 
people I knew, and I often wish I could have a yarn with him now. He died 
in 1949.

This just about finishes my tale except for an odd reminiscence or two. 
Bert was away on holidays and I was in charge; true to form I thought of the 
ideal way to kill more rabbits for there were lots of them in the North 
Paddock. I removed the sheep from there one hot summer’s day, then I put a 
netting fence around the dam and filled a trough with water and placed it 
outside the fence, and in this I placed a lethal dose of arsenic. I went home 
confident of good work done and wondered why nobody thought of it 
before, but when I came out the following midday hoping to find rabbit 
carcasses strewn on the bank, alas the only carcasses were half a dozen fully 
woolled wethers lined up neatly by the trough. The day was hot, my knife 
was blunt, those wethers were on the nose, but I skinned them for penance 
and gave thanks that Bert was not at home.

Once Doug Allen and I drove cattle to Tarlee on horses. We were to truck 
some and bring the rest home. We solved a lot of the world’s problems that 
morning as we drove them down, but unfortunately we were so engrossed in 
doing this that we put a wrong one in by mistake and brought one back that 
should have been trucked. I realised this when we were homeward bound 
about three miles; it was still an hour before train time so I hurried our errant 
one back to the station while Doug let the correct one out of the truck. 
However, I hurried mine just too much, so that it lay down in the street in 
Tarlee and stayed there while the train picked the others up, which meant 
that we had to take a very tired steer home with the others. We reached home 
in the dark just as Bert and Jim  were driving off on some jaunt in the car. 
Doug and I stayed in the shadows until they were well gone, preferring not 
to hear about it until next morning.

I haven’t said anything about my romance with Marj and I suppose that’s 
because I am awfully bashful. All I will say at this juncture is that Marj lived 
about six miles down the back road to Tarlee and my visits down there were 
sometimes on a motor bike without lights and often on a horse. I have a hazy 
recollection of going to sleep on Rajah on the way home and waking up when 
he stopped at the front gate; I must have been exciting company.

Ah well, we have all told a tale or two, and perhaps we have knocked 
Merrindie a bit in the process, but lest we have said too much, let it be said
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Bill, W.S. , Mother, Bert and Marion

that the family owes a lot to Merrindie, and that goes for four generations of 
us from Robert Kelly down, and although it wasn’t easy going we must admit 
that Merrindie has done a lot towards feeding and watering a lot of us for a 
long time, and much, much more besides. We learned how to ride, how to 
farm, how to give, and how to take a knock. We learnt to appreciate the 
wonders of nature, and to have pleasure in simple things, and not least we 
learnt how to work, so that work became not only labour, but also skill, and 
was therefore rewarding. And workers were to be admired and not despised, 
so that on the whole we were lucky.

And finally you may well ask, ‘Would you like to go back to Merrindie to 
live?’ ‘What me? Blimey No. Not since myxomatosis! No rabbits at all! A 
bloke with my genius and ability would be wasting his talents. I’ve had to 
take to fishing.’

ti

Bill 1985
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Growing Up 
on Merrindie

Looking back on my youth at Merrindie, I suppose the aspect that I 
appreciate most now, with the benefit of hindsight, is the memory of the 
family sitting around the big table in what we used to call the dining room, 
with a big kerosene lam p in the table centre. D ad was not always there as he 
did a lot of reading and writing in his little study, warmed by a smelly

W in , Bertie and Mother
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kerosene heater in the winter. When I look back from here, I now realise how 
relentlessly his strong sense of duty must have pushed him along the path of 
service to the community.

D ad would mostly be in his study or easy chair by the fire or on the phone. 
We had a private telephone connecting the homestead with the married 
man’s house at the farm where the farm buildings were located, about one 
mile east of our house. It was a single wire, Heath Robinson arrangement, 
powered by dry batteries and rung by diligent handle turning. I think it is 
still there. How it ever operated is a mystery as the single wire used to be 
looped precariously along drunken posts and I was never sure if these were 
supporting the wire or vice versa.

Then later we were connected to the government telephone system and 
linked to the outside world. There were five of us on the same party line and 
this was often a bit of a trial, particularly if one of the parties was courting or 
just naturally loquacious. I do not think there was much eavesdropping 
between the parties but you never could be quite sure, particularly if you 
yourself were chatting up some lass. Often the phone would click while you 
were talking and sometimes someone would mutter, ‘Hurry up, Bert’ . There 
was often a certain amount of listening in by the people at the exchange. This 
was inevitable because frequently they had to discover whether you had 
finished your talk and had hung up. They might not have heard the ring off 
signal if they had been busy.

But there was often other kinds of eavesdropping. I once rang a girl with 
whom I had a romantic attachment; we had a little quarrel and I rather 
churlishly hung up. The girl, realising that she had been in the wrong (I 
hope) rang the exchange again and explained to the lady that we had been 
cut off. ‘Yes, and I don’t blam e him either’, was her reply. You do not get that 
personal assistance from the new fangled phones of today. The exchange girls 
were a great help in times of fire when a good girl could tell firefighters 
where the fire was and tell panic-stricken women to get off the phone 
because it was needed for fire-fighting information. And good phone girls 
could tell you that it was no use ringing so and so because he was away at the 
hospital with a new baby due.

It is time that I got back to our dining room. I would like to be able to say 
that we were a studious and obedient group of kids but I guess we were just 
average. However, as our parents were great readers, it was natural that we 
also read a lot. Certainly we were helped because we did not have any radio 
to distract us. Indeed, Lorna and I were married for several years before we 
had a radio. We won the All Australian lam b competition in 1937 and 
bought our first radio with some of the prize-money. I remember that we 
went up to the White House (Vi mile) where my aunts lived to hear the 
famous broadcasts of the Test matches in England, with the simulated sounds 
of the crowds and the click of bat on ball. We also went there to listen to D ad 
and D ave, but we did not pine for a radio, because we were reared without 
one. We were usually short of reading matter and most good books were re
read several times. I remember, too, how eagerly we waited for the monthly 
Children’s Hour which was issued to the schools. Later, when our kids were
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devouring books, we had books sent to us from the library in Adelaide. But 
now that TV has come to dominate our lives no one seems to read anything 
much. I suppose they learn a lot from watching the box but most of it is bad 
for them.

Like all farm kids, we were brought up to be helpful around the home and 
farm. I am sorry for city children, particularly during the long summer 
holidays, because they never seem to have enough to do to keep them from 
being bored. I learned to milk when I was six and milked at least one cow a 
day until I went into parliament. I found that milking gave me time to think 
about what we should be doing that day. Our boys also learned to milk but not 
as regularly as I did. Unfortunately, none of my grandchildren can milk.

We had pet lam bs, particularly at Dorset lambing time. Until Lorna 
arrived they were regarded as necessary tasks to be attended to, morning and 
night. However, Lorna immediately gave each of them a name and a 
personality of its own as she does with magpies and any other animal that 
becomes at all fam iliar to her. She endowed all our horses with characters of 
their own and, though this seemed a bit odd at first, I have to admit that it 
made life more interesting. Some of her particular pets used to take advan
tage of this familiarity. Cocky, the sulphur-crested cocky Lorna brought 
with her as a dowry, was a brilliant conversationalist. He chattered away 
about life, particularly suburban life, as he had been brought up in the city.

Lorna’s mother, Mrs Hill, had a neighbour who often called over the 
fence, ‘Are you there Mrs Hill?’ and long after cocky’s transfer to Merrindie I 
often heard him calling, ‘Are you there Mrs Hill?’ with the inflexions of his 
voice perfectly pitched. Towards the end of his life we sometimes let him off 
his chain and one day he was sitting in a big tree, on a bare bough, when 
some galahs saw him and started to make a fuss by squawking at him. I was 
riding underneath the tree when I heard cocky saying in his most ingratiating 
tone, ‘Hello! Cocky like it’ as he edged nervously along to the end of the 
bough. Our neighbour, Mrs Wake was once walking up the track to her house 
from the road when Cocky landed on her shoulder and volunteered the 
information, in his friendliest fashion, that Cocky liked it. He was a fine 
animal. He died one stormy night; we found him underneath a big 
peppermint tree half-way to the White House.

We had two pet kangaroos, the first was a small one from Kangaroo Island 
called Flippy. Flippy spent a lot of time when he was young in a pouch made 
from a wheat bag turned in half. We hung this on a rail and Flippy would 
put his head inside and then turn a somersault and lie there with a blissful 
expression on his dial. He played with the dogs and cats, being particularly 
helpful finding fleas on the dogs.

Then Kim brought back George from a holiday he had with the Treloar’s 
of Moolooloo station, near Mingary. George was a bigger animal but he had 
to be reared on milk at the beginning and he clambered into his ‘pouch’ as 
did Flippy.

When George was around we had two fox dogs, greyhound types, and 
George, like Flippy, became quite attached to them . Sometimes the two dogs 
and George would go off on hunting expeditions. People driving along the

47



roads must have been surprised to see the kangaroo nonchalantly hopping 
along with the two kangaroo dogs. I put an elastrator ring on George because 
we thought that Flippy had wandered off when the sexual urge led him from 
the path of virtue, so we thought that we would remove this temptation in 
George, but he died of eating too much silage (we think) in a drought year. 
We used to put elastrator rings on dogs and cats also.

We had the usual assortment of sheep dogs, some good and some very 
ordinary. We never had any really bad ones because we shot these. I used to 
train my dogs reasonably well but Kim is hopeless; he does his block too 
much. Tony is pretty good, better than I was, I think. Roger would be good 
at it if he had the chance.

The Methodist Church and Sunday School at Giles Corner were the hub of 
our district when I was young. Our church was part of the Kapunda 
Methodist circuit which seems strange as you would think it would have been 
much more convenient to put us into the Riverton circuit because we did 
much of our business in Riverton and some of us went to the high school 
there. Most Protestants in the district attended church service each Sunday at 
11 am, and then most of the young ones would hurry home for a quick meal 
and come back again for Sunday School. But when cars became more 
common, we had time for a good old yarn after church, time to get the world 
back on the rails again. The man who wrote the poem, ‘W ell all be rooned, 
said Hanrahan’ really knew his country community.

Attached to the church was the Methodist Guild. This was a young 
people’s organisation which met once a fortnight under the care of the 
church. There was a devotional session about every four meetings where we 
mostly studied religious subjects and these were not as dull as you might 
think. Then there were social evenings which I suppose would look pretty 
primitive to the bright young things of today but to us they were cheerful 
enough. There was Tush the Business on’, or ‘Spinning the Plate’ or ‘Musical 
Chairs’ and that kind of thing.

However, the main advantage I got from the guild was learning to speak in 
public. I have never been an orator as is, I fear, well known, but the guild at 
least taught me to think on my feet even if it never made me much of a 
speaker. But it taught others. My cousin Dudley Kelly, who was a shy and 
diffident bloke, became one of the best mover of a vote of thanks that I ever 
heard. We had debates between ourselves, and with other groups, and we 
had to have prepared speeches and impromptu speaking competitions. We 
also had evenings at which we each told what reading a certain book had 
taught us. We were lucky indeed that older people were interested enough to 
take so much trouble over us. Fancy having to come right over to Giles 
Corner from Kapunda where the Methodist minister lived, to help a group of 
young people. We owe them a debt of gratitude.

The Rural Youth organisation was a great help to our boys when they were 
at the stage that I was when benefiting from the guild. Certainly it taught 
both Tony and Kim to talk well on their feet and it was just starting to teach 
Roger when he went to the university. But Roger never needed to be taught 
to speak well on his feet, it just naturally came to him.
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Both Lorna and I put in a fair bit of time guiding the Tarlee Rural Youth 
Club and we got a lot of fun out of it as well as satisfaction. We also got to 
know Frank O ’Sullivan and his wife and their family of intelligent kids. 
Frank was a bit cantankerous but had a good brain and a mind very much of 
his own. I am sure that his kids did mine a lot of good. Australia would be a 
better place if there were more Frank O’Sullivans around, cantankerous 
though he may have been.

I owe the Agricultural bureau a great debt of gratitude, mainly for 
teaching me to become a better farmer and a more effective farm leader, but 
it is the experience I gained through the bureau that won me the Nuffield 
Scholarship and it was through this scholarship that I became well enough 
known to win the Wakefield pre-selection contest for the Liberal nomination 
in 1958. It was the bureau that brought farmers together and enabled us to 
learn from each other to be better farmers, and also gave us the opportunity 
to meet many interesting and important people. I was lucky. With the 
encroachment of TV, maintaining the bureau must be more difficult. I hope 
my grandson Craig will take an interest in it if and when he comes back to 
the real world.

Of course, when I was young, we had no drug problems and I think I had 
my first drink of beer with Bill when I was about twenty-two. This may 
sound sad to young people now, but the absence of grog certainly did not 
make us miserable, not nearly as miserable as the presence of it damages 
young people now.

I suppose I should say something about my inglorious career in the RAAF. 
In 1941 my father and mother were in the UK where D ad had gone to assist 
in the war effort, Bill was away in the AIF as was Win as a nurse, while 
Marion married Jim  Allen, who was in the Army in India. I then enlisted in 
the RAAF reserve but could not be accepted for manpower reasons. While 
waiting I tried to brighten up my maths which had got alarmingly rusty 
through disuse.

Bert, Kim and  
Tony 1942
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When Mum and D ad came back from the UK in 1942, I was available to 
go into the RAAF which I did in August. However, I have to say that the 
arrangements I made for my family were shameful, and the more I think of 
them, the more shameful they seem. I had always held my father in awe and 
veneration but on this occasion I gave in to his pressure in a shameful way. At 
this stage Tony was four, Kim two and Roger about four months. When D ad 
and Mum came back from the UK they went to Merrindie.

When I was cleared for acceptance for the RAAF, everyone, including me, 
thought that Lorna and the kids would stay in the house with my parents, 
but one day D ad said that he was used to being master in his own house and 
did not feel comfortable with Lorna and the kids there. I had realised, of 
course, that there was always some strain between Lorna and D ad. Roth had 
strong wills and relations between them had never been really friendly. D ad 
was in many ways a thoughtless parent and certainly his action in telling us 
right at the death knock that Lorna would have to find somewhere else to 
live was reprehensible. It is also a grave indictment of Mother who must have 
known that Father’s actions were wrong but, because of her lifetime 
acceptance of his domination, she accepted his wishes as supreme. But the 
person who had the most of which to be ashamed was myself who, supinely 
accepted the easy solution at the expense of my family.

I went to the Mount Breckan RAAF camp for aircrew and, after slogging 
away on the farm for years with little assistance, I had a lot of fun for about 
three weeks. Then one day I got a message that my father was at the camp 
gate and wanted to see me. He told me that he had been asked to go to 
Canberra to advise the government about rural prices and that he wanted 
me to agree to come back to Merrindie so that he could go. I reluctantly 
agreed as I must admit I was rather enjoying myself, but I knew that Father’s 
contribution as a government advisor would probably be more valuable than 
mine as an airman. So I agreed provided I did not have to apply for a 
discharge; they would have to disgorge me. This they did with measured 
tread and I came back to Merrindie with my tail between my legs, this 
ending my RAAF experience.

It had always been understood that I would be accepted as a member of 
the Freemason Lodge but I messed up my introduction to the august 
institution. My father was a mason, and so were many of my older friends so 
I expected that I would be asked to join.

Before we learnt about vasectomising rams to make teasers for finding 
which ewes were on heat when we were mating the stud Dorsets, we tied bag 
aprons in front of the penis of ram lambs. They would then skurry around 
amongst the ewes to find those which were on heat, but when they tried to 
mount a ewe, their penis would come up against the apron. They soon got 
sore and tired of the disappointment of it all but there were plenty of ram 
lambs available.

Well, at last the great occasion came round when Lorna and I were asked 
to go with our Freemason friends to the Masonic Ball at Riverton. So we 
dolled ourselves up with some care; Lorna looked lovely and I wore my 
dinner suit. As our friends ushered us into the hall, the masons were parading
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around the hall looking as grand as could be and all were wearing little 
aprons. And what did poor silly Bert say? ‘Cripes, teaser bags!’ That was the 
end of that.

Each morning, by the time we were ready for breakfast, the fire would be 
burning fiercely and Lorna would cut the bread for toast (none of this new
fangled sliced bread for us), put it into the oven to dry out so that it would 
toast quickly. Then she took her position on the paper-box alongside the oven 
and make piece after piece, just right. As each piece was made she skimmed 
it underarm to a waiting male with the same action as we did when 
skimming flat stones across dams. She must have improved the boys fielding 
no end.

Roger was always a great talker, not only for quantity but also for quality. 
He always had something interesting to say. He had a three-wheeler trike 
which he rode around the kitchen in the pursuit of knowledge. One morning, 
when Lorna was up to her neck trying to get the two older ones away to 
school, Roger arrived on his trike, backed it into its parking position and 
asked, ‘Mummy, w hat’s G od?’ Lorna was not in the mood for a discussion on 
religion nor did she have the time, so she made some weak reply. A voice 
from Tony, who was underneath the table wrestling with his schoolbag, came 
loud and clear, ‘That’s got you licked, Mum’ .

Roger and Lorna’s father, A.R. were great friends and spent endless hours 
discussing almost everything. On one occasion we killed a couple of chooks 
and kept one for ourselves and gave one to A.R. who was just outside the 
garden gate on his way to the White House when Roger saw him disap
pearing with the chook. He gave an anguished cry and set off after him, 
protesting that we would soon have nothing left, no eggs and not even a 
chook to eat. His grief was so poignant that A.R. returned to allow Lorna to 
explain that the end of the world was not at hand.

I suppose that Merrindie is really an ordinary sort of place, but it does not 
seem ordinary to us Merrindie mob. It was, and still is, home.

The track from  M errindie to the White House
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School Days
Merrindie school was at the corner of our Merrindie farm , three miles by the 
school road and 2 lA miles across the paddocks. I guess the high priced 
teachers of today will pity us for the education we received, but in many 
ways I would not swap it for theirs. At least I spell quite well.

When my father and his sisters and brothers went to Merrindie school, 
they walked. When my brother and sisters went to Merrindie we went as 
three kids on old Wren or in a light dray pulled by Wren. When our boys 
went to Merrindie school they had a horse each, all Wren’s progeny. This is 
progress. Would Wren agree?

Roger and R ajah , Kitn and Trumpet, Tony and  
Wren II off to school
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It was a one-teacher school and our teacher for all the time I was there was 
Miss Mabel Neale. Although the school had a house of a sort attached, Miss 
Neale boarded with the Pearsons, near Giles Corner, so she had to walk 
about two miles to school each day in company with the children from Giles 
Corner. I suppose there would have been about ten of these. The rest of the 
scholars came from other farms such as ours, spread fairly widely. I guess that 
there would have been about twenty at the most but in the later stages of the 
school’s existence, the numbers were down to under ten.

It must have taken a lot of skill and experience to teach twenty kids in 
seven grades in one room, but to us it seemed a natural way to behave. As 
Marion says in her piece, there was a tendency to be diverted to subjects you 
liked best; often, if you were in grade three, you might well be listening 
eagerly to what the grade fives were learning in your favourite subject, 
geography. This must have meant that you neglected those subjects you 
disliked but I guess this happens everywhere. Miss Neale maintained stern 
discipline. I know that when I went to Princes when I was twelve, and saw 
how tougher boys tormented their teacher, I realised the opportunities for 
bad behaviour I had missed, but I knew that Miss Neale would only have to 
whisper some criticism of my behaviour to my father and retribution would 
have followed quickly. So my behaviour was good, as was that of the other 
kids.

A notable event was a football match between Merrindie and Stockport 
schools. Neither Bill nor I had ever seen a football game, let alone played in 
one and there were only about twelve boys of all ages from whom to select 
our eighteen. Nevertheless, we did not approach our selectors’ task lightly; 
we spent hours placing the team, deciding when we would throw so and so 
into the ruck because we had read that this is what they did in Adelaide. It 
was an awful anti-climax when we found we had to borrow about five 
Stockport lads and we were always suspicious that they had unloaded some 
of their inferior players on to us.

In the horse chapter I tell of the great advantage we had in being able to 
ride to school and this comes out even more in the comments of the others, 
particularly Marion. I had forgotten, or more likely, was ignorant of, her 
attachment to Tiny. I had always thought that Tiny was my love alone. I did 
not know that Marion used to spout poetry to Tiny; I thought that that 
sentimental weakness was mine only.

An omission from the horse chapter is Kim ’s bad accident of being 
dragged, with his foot jam m ed in the stirrup, when a tricky little pony threw 
him when he was leaving for school. Little horses are likely to be harder to 
handle than bigger ones and we had agreed to break this little sod in for a 
neighbour. It did not buck but it was tricky and Kim fell off the little devil 
and was dragged all around the house dam and nearly back to the stable 
again. He had a bad gravel rash and was lucky he was not killed. He spent a 
few days in the Riverton Hospital but got better quickly, as kids do.

I have sidled off into the horse chapter again but I don’t suppose it 
matters much. Tony was very good with horses but he had a bossy streak in 
him then as he still has. He gets it from his mother. He used to ride a little
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pony called Monty, one of Wren’s progeny. He was a nice little animal but 
was about-as pigheaded as Tony. I remember how Tony dismounted to open 
and close the last gate on the way home. Monty was hard to mount then 
because he was very keen to get home for a feed (as indeed Tony was). 
However, when Tony succeeded in getting aboard, he used to make Monty 
walk backwards the quarter mile to the stable.

Roger was an unconscious rider and would wander along in a bemused 
fashion, singing to himself. One day I was on the woolshed platform and 
Roger came past on his way home from school. He used to hop and skip as he 
walked anywhere; he reckoned it was better to get along that way than to try 
to make his horse hurry as he was usually lumbered with the slowest horse. 
As he went skipping past the woolshed I shouted ‘Where’s your horse Rog?’ 
Startled, he looked anxiously down between his legs to find the horse 
nowhere to be seen. The other boys were bringing it, I suppose.

It is time I went back to school. After Miss Neale left, Miss Inkster came. 
She did not teach me but, if you read Marion’s comments it is clear she had a 
beneficial influence on Marion. She batched in the schoolhouse and that 
must have been a lonely and tough existence. When I hear today’s teachers 
whining their way through what seems a pretty satisfying life to anyone who 
likes teaching, I think back to the rough trot the teachers of my day received.

I remember once travelling by ship to Port Lincoln at the beginning of the 
school year and as the ship pulled into the wharf there were excited groups of 
young schoolteachers waiting to welcome their friends who had come a week 
later. Excited youngsters of about twenty were excitedly jumping up and 
down and one crowed, ‘I ’ve got a stone school!’ All the others had galvanised 
iron sheds for schools. Still, most of them did not last as schoolteachers for 
long, they mostly got married instead.

When our kids went to school we were blessed with a teacher of 
exceptional quality called Jack Atkin. There may be good arguments to 
justify the abolition of one-teacher schools but our kids were lucky beyond 
measure to have a good teacher in a small one-teacher school.

J  ack came to us almost directly from the AIF where he had been wounded 
in New Guinea. I think we had two boys at school at that stage and for that

Merrindie School reunion 1937 (Bert, seated second right, front row)
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or some other obscure reason I was chairman of the school committee. As 
there were only about fourteen scholars you can understand that there would 
not be much competition for the post.

As chairman I welcomed the new teacher with hope and I could tell 
immediately that we had struck gold. So when Jack Atkin took me aside one 
day and broke the sad news that the school had a flag but no flagpole from 
which to fly it so that it could be saluted, the school committee smartly got to 
work; we were determined that our new teacher would not find us wanting. 
So we cut down a biggish sugar gum, dragged it to the school and erected it 
after doing everything right such as putting a little pulley at the top so that 
we did not have to shin up the pole to fly the flag. Then, to top the lot and to 
demonstrate our determination that we were leaving no stone unturned, we 
nailed a Kraft cheese tin to the top of the pole to stop the weather causing it 
to decay. When everything had been done to our satisfaction we asked Jack 
Atkin to raise the flag, which he did with proper solemnity. But the flag was 
so small that we could hardly see it and we all started to giggle which did not 
please Jack at all. ‘We will have to get a bigger flag or a smaller flagpole’, he 
said flatly and we agreed that he was right. However, we had made such a 
splendid job of the flagpole that we were loth to pull it down.

On the other hand, we were poverty stricken so did not relish the thought 
of having to pay big money for a big flag. The others looked hopefully at me 
as I was, after all, the chairman and surely the chairman should be able to 
think of something in times of crisis. So I went home and wrote a long letter 
to the manager of the Kraft Cheese Company, pointing out our predicament 
and adding, in a non-threatening way, that we could not afford to buy a big 
flag and so we would reluctantly have to pull down the flagpole and, with it, 
the Kraft cheese tin. Then I added, in parentheses, that the flagpole stood at 
the junction of four roads. We got the flag and our letter appeared in their 
house magazine. I think everyone was happy, particularly Atkin.

We knew how lucky we were to have such a good teacher for so small a 
school. At the end there were only about six kids. When Jack left to go to 
teach at Riverton we had to decide what we should do with Roger, who had 
two years schooling to finish before he went to Princes, so we asked Mr 
M cDonald, the school inspector for the district, to stay the night so that he 
could advise us what we should do with Roger: teach him by correspon
dence; send him to Princes, or arrange to get him to the Rhynie school?

He advised us to get him taught by correspondence. Then he pulled a 
paper out of his pocket and he showed us an essay of Roger’s at seven years of 
age that he had been carrying around to show high school students how 
essays could be written. Some of the credit for Roger’s fascinating way of 
expressing himself goes to the encouraging stimulation he received from 
being in a small school taught by a top class teacher. So Roger had two year’s 
correspondence teaching under Lorna’s guidance. I am uncertain who 
benefited the most.

I went to Princes in 1925 for five years. I have a great regard for the school 
and my three sons also went there. However, I was interested to read Bill’s 
comments on Princes. I think it has fine traditions and I think the school has
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been particularly lucky in it’s last two headmasters, Dunning and Bean, but I 
do not think it was as great a school under Bill Bayley who was head while I 
was there. I notice that Bill rated Laurie Davies as the teacher who had the 
most influence on him and I also think that I owe more to Davies than any 
other teacher for he taught me to love English. I really startled him after I 
had become an MP, when I thanked him in the street one day, for all the help 
he had given me.

Another teacher of a different stamp was ‘Jnicy’ Mutton who taught me 
economics. I used to wonder if he was proud of his handiwork when I was 
preaching lower tariffs later in life. But it must be wonderful to be a good 
teacher, or at least, sometimes.

I was as homesick as blazes during my first year at Princes and was weedy, 
grubby and lonely. Besides, I was poorer than most of the others as they got 
two shillings pocket money each week while I only got one shilling and six 
pence. I did not work as well as I should have, but eventually struggled into 
the first football and cricket sides. I have the distinction of making one of the 
slowest six runs ever made on the Adelaide Oval. I opened the batting against 
two great Saint’s fast bowlers, McMichael and Seppelt. I left Princes at the 
end of 1929, to land straight into the depression.

Our family’s connections with Princes are deep, my father went to Princes 
and was president of the Old Scholars’ Association after the war, in 1923 I 
think. Only a few months ago I took into the school a framed picture of a 
caricature drawn by Chinner (I think) of the Old Scholars’ committee of that 
time. Bill had had it over in Kangaroo Island and asked me to take it in to the 
school as they were asking for memorabilia. As I handed it over, I noticed 
again that all the rest of the committee were wearing dinner suits while the 
president was wearing a brown lounge suit. Evidently there was some 
resentment amongst the committee because D ad did not have an evening suit 
to wear. I heard rumours of this that still lingered when I went to school in 
1925. Evidently the Governor was coming to the Old Scholars’ dinner so 
some felt that their president should be properly attired. There is more than a 
trace of this kind of silly snobbishness still lingering around Princes. We are 
still encouraged to wear dinner suits to the dinner, and this discourages many 
country old scholars from attending as many of them do not have dinner 
suits. Princes is freer of snobbishness than Saints and that is some comfort.

I was closely involved in the Prince’s Centenary Appeal in 1966 and had 
the responsibility of organising the interstate and country side of it. I was 
selected for this task because they knew I could do all the ringing up from my 
parliamentary office and do the interstate travelling at the Queen’s expense, 
so I had no delusions of grandeur. But the experience made me realise how 
lucky we are as a school that we are not rolling in money as Saints are. The 
school family realises that it is their responsibility to look after their school, 
while Saints’ parents and supporters often feel that they can leave the sordid 
matter of money to their D a Costa Foundation and other generous past 
bequests. I am sure that Princes is all the better for being a little poor. Indeed, I 
have an uneasy feeling that this benefit does not apply only to Princes.

Tony, Kim and Roger were all at Princes when Dunning was head. One
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certain way of getting a family argument going was to say something 
derogatory of Mr Dunning. I remember, when Kim was about sixteen, and 
home on holidays, catching him in the shower and noticing four perfectly 
parallel marks across his tail. When I expressed my admiration for the 
workmanship and asked to whom should go the credit, Kim admitted that 
the head was the person I should congratulate. ‘W hat did you get them for, 
my son?’ I asked. He replied, ‘It doesn’t matter, D ad, if you get them from 
the head you know you have earned them’ . Further research on the subject 
discovered that Kim had been caught coming out of Girton when he was 
supposed to be at church.

The next year Kim was playing in the first football team with many 
country boys. Many of us fathers were supporting them enthusiastically at 
the top of our voices. Like a fool, when Kim went up for a mark, and drew 
back because he got the sun in his eyes, I yelled out, ‘W hat’s wrong with you, 
Kelly? Are you yellow?’ Dunning, who was standing within earshot, didn’t 
wait to see who had said it but he swung round and said, ‘You say that about 
one of my boys and I will put you off the ground myself.’ Princes has been 
lucky in its headmasters.

Geoffrey Bean succeeded Dunning and he had just retired after maintain
ing the previous high standard set by his predecessors. Being a good head of a 
good private secondary school must be a formidable task. Not only is he 
expected to maintain a high standard of scholarship and discipline, which is 
not easy in these easy-going days, but he would know that he had the school 
family looking anxiously over his shoulder. Then the poor man has to try to 
learn the names and peculiarities of the various families and famous old 
scholars. Being a good head would be as hard as being a good politician, but 
I expect it would not be as hard as being a good head of a high school. At 
least a Princes head can get rid of the rotten wood easier than a head of a 
government high school.

I wonder if Princes and other private schools are not becoming too reliant 
on generous government handouts. It is all very convenient being able to 
announce the addition of some new facility for the school but too often you 
are likely to find that the government thinks that its generosity gives it the 
right to get too much into the driver’s seat. As I get older I get more 
suspicious of governments.

When my grandson Craig came to Princes after two years at Biverton 
High School he rose rapidly up the school ladder. His football ability helped, 
no doubt, but he had other attributes, one being a sense of duty. At the end of 
his second year we heard a rumour, via our grand-daughter Tracey, that 
C raig was likely to be made head of the boarding house next year. This gave 
me a lot of quiet satisfaction as the Kellys have never really distinguished 
themselves anywhere. When school resumed the next year Tracey told us that 
Craig was not to be the head of the boarding house because he was going to 
be head of the school. I regarded this news from Tracey with suspicion but 
kept it to myself.

A week later I got a ring from Bean asking Lorna and I to come to an 
induction service at the school because Craig was to be head of the school.
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‘When was the appointment m ade?’ I asked. ‘Yesterday’, the head replied. 
‘Who is responsible for making the decision?’ I asked. ‘It is made by me 
alone’, he replied, ‘The decision about the appointment of prefects is shared 
quite widely but the responsibility for appointing the captain of the school is 
the head’s alone’ . Then I had to tell him that I had been told about the 
appointment for a week before by my grand-daughter! Evidently there is a 
kind of M afia operating in the Rundle Mall on Friday afternoons when kids 
from all the colleges get together and sort things out. Fancy being a 
headmaster or headmistress with that lot looking over your shoulder all the 
time.

The restored Cudlee Creek Kelly cottage as it was, before it was destroyed in the 1983 Ash
Wednesday fires
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The Boys
The Arabs have a  saying ‘Each man thinks his own bug a gazelle’ . I do not 
think our sons are gazelles but they were, and are, interesting to Lorna and 
me and, as I am writing this for my own amusement and my family’s 
understanding, I will write this chapter about our sons and the rest of you 
can read it or not as you like.

Kim (6 years), Tony (8 years) and Roger (4 years)
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Tony was born in April 1938. He was 10 lb 3 oz at birth and he had a 
rough arrival, with D r Mallen using his forceps so Tony was black and blue 
around the head for weeks afterwards. I guess he was fortunate not to be 
permanently dam aged.

Perhaps it was because I was used to the intuitive reaction of a ewe to her 
newborn lam b that I assumed that the arts of motherhood would come 
instinctively to Lorna, so I was somewhat surprised to see her reading text 
books on child care. She took the child into the Baby Train about once a 
month to weigh the little beggar and get the Sister’s reassurance that she was 
doing things correctly. However, once she felt that she was on the right track, 
she was not easily diverted from it. For instance, Tony had to be fed at ten 
o’clock each morning. One day I was judging sheep at the Two Wells Show 
which was due to start at ten. Unfortunately I got lost and at 10 am we were 
about ten miles from Two Wells and I was getting concerned that we would 
be late and be holding up a lot of exhibitors. But when ten o’clock came, we 
stopped so that Tony could have his regulation feed at his regulation time 
while I fretted about being late, which we were, but no one cared.

Lorna always insisted that Tony should get his proper regulated supply of 
milk. When he first went to school, on old Rajah, he had a bottle of milk in 
his brand new schoolbag together with carefully constituted sandwiches. 
Fortunately, this milk business did not last long.

Tony learned to ride early in life. When he was just four he roamed all over 
the country with old Rajah. He used to tell Rajah where he wanted to go, 
W e’ll go to Lars today,’ which Rajah was supposted to take as instruction to 
go to L . R. M artin’s who lived where Trevor D ay now resides. Sometimes the 
instructions would be, ‘To Raches, today, Rajah’, and Rajah understood

R ajah  being introduced  
to his new master
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(Tony thought) that today they would go to R. H. Martin’s who lived two 
miles east. Mary Martin, of Raches, told Lorna that once when Tony was 
eating his midday meal with them, he was asked what he usually had for 
dessert at home. ‘Custard’, he replied. ‘What do you have with custard?’ 
Mary wanted to know. ‘Rhubarb’, was the answer. ‘W hat does Mummy give 
you when she hasn’t got any rhubarb?’ Mary asked. ‘Just custard’, was the 
reply. You can see that Tony was a well regulated child.

Rajah was quite a big horse, well above pony size, and the sight of this 
small child on the biggish horse wandering unconcernedly around the 
country, naturally aroused some interest. One day a carload of fellows pulled 
up and started to question the kid who was completely unself-conscious as he 
thought that everyone rode horses all the time. They then gave him some 
money which startled him so when they left he secreted it in a fence post and 
\ve picked it up later.

There has always been a streak of real toughness in Tony. When Lorna and 
I were in Rritain on our Nuffield tour, W.S. took Tony to Adelaide to enter 
him at Princes for his first term. He told me, on my return, that, when he 
called in about four weeks later to see how the kid was getting on, he found 
that he had a big black eye. ‘W hat happened, D ad ?’ I asked. He replied, ‘I 
don’t know; I didn’t ask and he didn’t say’ . That story is a tribute to a streak 
of toughness in grandson and grandfather. I would have behaved far 
differently and far worse.

It was this tough streak that made Tony’s world tour so interesting. He 
started out when he was nineteen and returned over two years later without 
costing us a penny. One day I was talking to a stock agent from Rurra about 
Tony’s exploits, which the Stock Journal had been printing in diary form. 
Suddenly this chap said excitedly, ‘That’s who he was, that is the lad I picked 
up on the road just outside Mount Rryan’ . Then he went on to tell me that he 
w as driving north one day when he was hailed by a young man who was 
thumbing a ride. He was decently dressed and carrying a nice new travelling 
bag but, try as hard as he could, the lad would not tell who he was. Tony has 
always been determined that he would make his own way through life.

It was this mixture of independence and toughness that took Tony on his 
horse Flicka, on the 500 mile trip between Calgary and Vancouver in 
Canada, right across the Rockies. Sir Walter Crocker was then our High 
Commissioner in C anada and he still tells about the concern of the 
commission about the safety of the young unnamed Australian who seemed 
to have disappeared on his horse. If he had known who he was, and how he 
used to roam his world on Rajah when he was four, he would not have 
worried.

Kim arrived two years later after Tony, with no fuss. By this time Lorna 
had the motherhood gam e sewn up, so Kim had things easy. Most things 
seem to come easy to Kim except spelling when he had to go to young Roger 
to help. But everything else came easily, he was good at most things, 
particularly friendliness. I had been reared on Kipling’s Kim and even now I 
try to read it every other year. You will know, of course, that his Kim was the 
‘Friend of all the World’ . Well, our Kim had some of that quality. He was a
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Lorna and Bert talking to Kim when he w as on a R ural Youth tour in London, 1961

good footballer but not a great scholar. In his fifth year at Princes, the 
members of his class were asked to put their hands up when the master asked 
what profession each boy hoped to enter. Some wanted to be doctors, some 
economists and some teachers. ‘Who wants to be a pharm acist?’ the master 
asked. Kim excitedly waved his hand around and that is why he has been 
known as Farm er Kelly ever since.

Kim was as good a horseman as Tony but always seemed to infect his 
horses with excitement or enthusiasm. Even old Rajah would occasionally 
gallop with Kim. He won a P&O Rural Youth trip to Rritain in 1960 and the 
Nuffield Farm ing Scholarship in 1977. He did not win these awards because 
he was particularly brainy but because he was a good farmer with natural 
leadership qualities.

Both Kim and Tony were greatly assisted by their participation in the 
Rural Youth Movement, particularly by the Tarlee Club which was so good. 
That is where they both learnt to speak so well in public.

Kim always expected to win any contest when he really had the will. 
When he was six, he knew that a bantam rooster was going to be donated for 
the ‘Catch The Rooster’ competition at the forthcoming Sunday School 
picnic. Kim really wanted that rooster and he was so certain of catching it 
that he started making a rooster coop days before the picnic. Lorna tried to 
warn him that there would be a lot of bigger boys after the same bird and 
that he should not be too disappointed if he did not catch it but Kim would 
not listen to her; he knew he would catch it, which he did. The next year the
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same family donated a bantam  hen which Kim, of course, caught and before 
long we had bantam  chicks running everywhere.

Kim was an awful tease and a formidable practical joker. In the last 
month of his fifth year at Princes, he was a prefect. His room-mate was a 
senior boy called Tony Bennett. One evening a police car stopped in front of 
the Head’s study. Soon after, a message was sent down that Kelly was wanted 
by the Head. When Kim returned, the other senior boys were consumed with 
curiosity as to why the Head wanted him. Actually, the Head had only 
wanted to discuss some minor matter and the call had nothing to do with the 
police visit. However, Kim just looked wise when the others questioned him. 
The next day I happened to send Kim a telegram asking him to go to town to 
get some spare parts for me as his school work was finished. Kim examined 
t;he telegram furtively and then hurried into town and on his return was very 
cagey about where he had been. By this time, most of the senior boarders 
were seething with curiosity, so Kim got Bennett to tell the others that Kim 
was in the habit of sneaking out at night but would not say where he had 
been. This was too much for the others so they asked Bennett to let them 
know the next time Kim went wandering around. So the next night, when 
Kim went out, he was stalked at a distance by about six boys who were 
determined to find out what he was up to. Sometimes he was able to give 
them the slip and get back to bed and pretend to be asleep before they came 
in. This made them even madder.

By this time, the end of the term was just around the corner, so Kim called 
the others together and told them that he had been asked by the police to 
help nab an interstate criminal and he had finally laid all his plans and now 
he was asking for their assistance, ‘But don’t come if you are too nervous’ , he 
said generously, so of course they said they would help. Then Kim told them 
he would give them their instructions later.

He then went back to his room, dressed Bennett in some clothes he had 
borrowed from the gardener and told Bennett that at 12 pm he had to come 
whistling along a certain path in the park and he (Kim) would arrange to 
have the others perched up in trees alongside the path. ‘When I shout, they 
will jum p down out of their trees and grab you and may the gods protect 
you.’

So at 11 pm Kim had his ambush ready, with all his helpers cunningly 
hidden up trees. At 12 pm Bennett came whistling down the path. ‘G rab 
him’, came Kim ’s orders but things looked a bit different in the dark because 
you never really know how interstate criminals will behave when rudely 
arrested at midnight. So no one jum ped out of their trees and Kim had to get 
down himself, uttering blood-curdling cries. Then the others jum ped down 
too and they all grabbed poor Bennett, and Kim says that some of the things 
they said were not nice for a lad to hear.

Tony and Kim got on well together if they were far apart but when they 
were together they would argue endlessly. Once when we were on a caravan 
holiday, we got so sick of their endless quarrelling in the back seat of the car 
that we tipped them out with instructions to go around to the back of the 
caravan and settle the matter like men, not like yapping pups. So they got out
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and came back very embarrassed a few minutes later. I am sure that this 
tendency for endless argument comes from Lorna’s side of the family; we 
Kellys are much more placid.

Our third son Roger arrived on the scene in April 1942, two years after 
Kim. I used to say that a son would arrive every other year with monotonous 
regularity. Rog was weedier than the other two who were brimming over 
with what you would have to call, rude health. Roger was a grizzling child 
until we changed our house cow from a delicate Jersey, which gave milk of 
the highest quality, to a Friesian, which gave a kind of skim milk about 
which I used to make scathing comments, as we had always had a Jersey cow 
for the house. But as soon as Roger started on the Friesian milk he stopped 
grizzling and fairly leapt ahead.

Roger had to put up with a lot of physical domination from Tony and Kim 
but this made him more determined to keep up his mental end. In doing so, 
he had a great ally in Lorna’s father, A. R. Hill (A.R. for short). He was a 
retired civil servant with a consuming interest in almost everything, and not 
quite enough to do. Roger, too, was often in that state because the two older 
boys were in greater demand for farm work than was Rog. So A.R. and Rog 
seemed to naturally pair off together and when Rog was three you would see 
them wandering around discussing the oddest subjects. I am sure that A.R. 
helped developed Roger’s spelling and speaking abilities. We used to say that
A.R. was a mine of useless information. It was inevitable then that some of 
his knowledge would rub off on Rog in the form of mental stimulation.

Sometimes the five of us set out in the car for Adelaide, with Lorna and I 
in the front seat and with the three boys standing behind us. They seldom 
used the seat for sitting on. The other two would try to have a say, but Roger 
took no notice, he just ploughed on, usually with one of his Pooh Cupboard 
stories which he used to make up as he went along and embellish with the 
most exciting and unusual phrases. I mentioned in the rabbit chapter about 
Roger’s rabbit being master of its craft. This is just a sample of his facility 
with the language, which some of his family have inherited. His youngest 
child Greta was staying with us when she was five and one Sunday I was 
getting Lorna her breakfast in bed under the eagle eye of the kid. T u t the 
pepper and salt there, Puppa’ came the instructions, ‘And put a flower in this 
corner.’ Then I heard her say, as she took the tray into Lorna — ‘I’ve just been 
licking him into shape for you, M um m a!’

I have told in the school chapter how Roger did his last two prim ary school 
years by correspondence and this was a happy time for both Roger and 
Lorna. He was a good student even at subjects he did not like, so Lorna did 
not have to push him unduly as she would have if she had been teaching Tony 
or Kim, both of whom would have been looking for excuses to come out and 
help on the farm . Roger would finish his school work in the front room and 
then come down to the kitchen and start to argue with Lorna. He was better 
at this than I was, and am.

He had no one else to play with so spent endless hours on the verandah. He 
had the ability to draw pictures of crashing aeroplanes with chalk on the 
verandah cement, with an understanding of perspective that I envy. He also
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had our excellent little telescope, which had been handed down through the 
family, and he used it with fearsome efficiency. He could spot planes long 
before us and knew a lot about what was going on around us, Merrindie 
being high on a hill.

Roger always feared the worst and hated change. One day Bill Hooper 
was making some alterations to our side garden, that left us with a two-level 
lawn with a nice slope joining them. When Roger saw what Bill was doing 
he burst into anguished lamentations. ‘I know what will happen’, he howled 
piteously, ‘I will come outside and fall over on the lawn and then I will roll 
down that steep slope and crash into the rosebush and get a splinter in my 
finger and then M ummy will put my finger into VERY hot w ater!’ Even 
today Roger blushes a bit when you mention VERY hot water.

I will break in here to say that Lorna made the kids simple clothes, always 
of the same pattern and they always looked smart and clean when dressed to 
go out, and they usually behaved well when they were out, better than they 
did at home. I was often proud of them though of course I would not admit 
this publicly. One day at a function in Riverton I was parading my three boys 
with quiet pride when a father of two daughters came up and said, ‘How do 
you do it, Bert? Is it true that you have got to go to bed with your boots on?’

The boys had a sandpit in our backyard in which they spent endless hours 
playing with cogs as tractors and various odds and ends. One day I had a rare 
rush of blood to the head and set out to clean up around the house and to cart 
the rubbish down behind the House Paddock dam which was about 400 
yards away. There was a howl of disapproval when the boys found that their 
most cherished implements had disappeared. Not much more was said but 
for the next two days the track to the dam resembled an ants’ road, with boys 
resolutely returning their cogs etc., to their proper place.

Lorna and I had always hoped that Roger would become a writer of some 
kind so that he could use his remarkable (we think) facility with English, so 
we tried to guide or push him into doing some kind of arts course at the 
university, but he would have none of this nonsense and announced that he 
was going to be a vet. Then I suggested, in that diffident way that fathers 
have, that if he would not do arts be should be a doctor of humans and not 
animals. I don’t think he really listened to me but just insisted on being a vet. 
So I asked a vet friend who had a practice in the Adelaide Hills to please 
knock this vet nonsense out of the young man. Six weeks later he came back 
bearing a simple message, ‘Kelly, if you stop him being a vet I will have your 
guts for garters’ . So a vet Roger became and a good one too. Because he 
lectures in Veterinary Pathology, as well as researching in the discipline, he is 
able to use his grasp of the language to good effect to make his lectures 
interesting as well as informative. I often blunder into Brisbane vet graduates 
who speak warmly of Roger’s ability in this direction.

We have been lucky with our three boys and the wives they selected, and 
are watching with interest and confidence the development of our eight 
grandchildren.
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Horse Teams 
on Merrindie

We farmed Merrindie with horses and a tractor of sorts until 1938. When I 
left school in December 1929 we had about twelve working dratight-horses 
and some young ones coming on. We also had about five riding horses of 
assorted shapes and sizes, and an old Fordson tractor with steel wheels and 
big lugs on the wheels to give it grip. This made it perform like a greyhound

Portion o f old stable, now a cattle yard
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on hard ground as it make great big leaps between lug bites. We did not use it 
much but I did a lot of courting from it when Lorna was housekeeping for 
her brother at the school, and I was giving the School Corner paddock more 
than usual tender loving care. I think we also had at that time a Holt two ton 
tractor. If we didn’t have it then we must have bought it soon after. It was a 
crawler tractor and we could drive it with reins from the implements, which 
saved having a man on the tractor and another on the implement. However, 
we did not use any of the tractors if we could avoid it as we were in the 
middle of the depression and felt, rightly or wrongly, that we could farm 
more cheaply with horses than with tractors, though we were probably 
wrong about this. However, I have always been a bit stingy and also rather 
suspicious of change, particularly about new-fangled machinery, which I do 
not understand.

D uring the 1930s the SA Journal of Agriculture was always half full of 
Agricultural Bureau reports of debates about the comparative merits of 
tractors and horses. The arguments for horses centred on the comparative 
cost of buying a tractor and of breeding horses. Then horses ate feed that did 
not have to be bought while tractors had to have fuel bought for them. And 
horses created employment which until 1940 was a good argument in favour 
of horses. The case for tractors rested mainly on how much work they saved 
in cutting hay, cutting chaff, looking after the horses and then how little you 
did in a day when you had horses yoked up and working. For these and other 
muddled up reasons we farmed with horses up till 1938 and I thought it 
might be of interest to write down what it was like while there is someone 
alive to write about horses.

Our horses were kept at the farm , as we used to call the stables and sheds 
about a mile east of the homestead. A married man lived in the farm  house. 
This was the old homestead where my father came when he was married and 
where we three older children were born. We later shifted up to the 
Merrindie homestead. The stable was a freestone building, long enough to 
stable twenty horses, with a loose box at one end for the stallion though we 
did not have a stallion in my time. The stable contained a beautiful set of 
mangers, deep and long, for feeding long hay and one of much smaller size 
for chaff feeding. The working horses always came into their own stalls 
where they were tied up with rope. The chaff shed was at one end of the 
stable. Each horse would have a big tin of chaff at each feed with oats added 
if they were working hard. It was quite heart-warming to hear them giving a 
low whinney as they heard you approaching with the oats bucket. Indeed, to 
this day Lorna says I make similar appreciative noises when she dishes up 
something I like particularly.

As I lived about a mile away from the farm where the horses were kept, I 
did not have to give them their breakfast which w as done by the chaps living 
at the farm , at 6 am during most of the year, but at 5 am at busy times sucb 
as seeding and harvest. I milked two or three cows, again starting at 6 am 
except when busy, when it was 5 am. Then I would get my hack into the 
stable, have breakfast and ride down to the farm , arriving there about 7.30. 
Then I gave my ten horses a quick groom, paying particular attention to their

67



The horses with the farm  hom e and buildings, cl925

shoulders to make sure that there was no dirt there to make their shoulders 
sore where the collars rubbed. Then I yoked them up as we called the process 
of putting on their winkers and collars and hames. This took some doing until 
you got the hang of it and until the horses got used to you. Then I filled the 
nosebags with chaff and oats if I was working a mile or more away from the 
stable. Then I took the horses outside the stable into the yard, let them have a 
last drink and lined them up in two groups of five, always in the same order, 
with the two wisest ones on the outside. Then I would get the nosebags and 
hook each horse’s nosebag around the hames, taking care to put my lunch 
into the biggest bag so as to try to keep my tea warm in the chaff. Then I 
would put the reins on the front five, and leave enough slack to lead the back 
five. Then I would go out to the paddock where my implement was left the 
night before. On most mornings it would be about 8 or 8.30 by then, but on 
one occasion when we were seeding in the middle of winter and the days 
were very short, I got my team out to the Jurby mill, which is about a mile 
away from the stable, when it was still so dark that I could not see the sowing 
combine, so I had to wait for about ten minutes before putting the team in 
their chains. I sometimes try to impress the young in my family by recounting 
this achievement but, by the pitying looks they give me, I think they are 
sorrier for me than proud. It hasn’t made them strive to emulate me.

Ploughing was the best job. There was not the same urgency about it as 
with sowing so you did not have to get up till 6 am , and when you drove 
wide it did not show up later as a miss at sowing did, when the crop came up. 
Further you could train your furrow horse to always walk in the furrow so 
you could relax and if you got stiff and cold you could get off and walk to get
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w arm . But the nicest part about ploughing with horses was the comparative 
silence. There was always the chatter of the stumpjump mouldboards when 
they rose or fell as they met an obstacle of any kind. Then there was always 
some noise coming from the team , the chains would perhaps make a little 
noise or the swings would chatter a bit as one horse pulled a bit more than 
another. But generally the silence was lovely and you could hear the skylarks 
singing and see hares hopping slowly along, unconcerned. It really was a 
wonderful job.

We reckoned that we needed two horses per furrow, ploughing about three 
inches deep. This would be more horses than most people would need but 
ours was heavy land to work. We also said that a ten-horse team would 
plough about ten acres a day but I reckon that that is rather more than we 
averaged.

My father told me how he started to plough the Alma Paddock, which 
then was m ade up of the Black Alma as well as the Alma, an area of about 
200 acres. The Alma is about two miles from the homestead or about three 
miles from the stables so my father had to camp out by the Middle Paddock 
dam , in a tent. He only had a three-furrow plough and six horses and he told 
me that he had to plough for about a week before he made much of a mark. I 
suppose he would do only about three rounds of the paddock in the morning 
and three in the afternoon so it must have taken a long time. All the same, 
ploughing like that gives a chap a lot of time to think and, as my father was 
even then studying university subjects part time, he would have plenty of 
time to think. I know that, when I was an MP, I loved to get on a tractor 
doing something that was not too complicated, and after I had done a few 
laps around the paddock, I found that I was solving the country’s problems 
with effortless ease. I remember telling some of the bright young people in 
the Department of Primary Industry who were about to bring in some half- 
baked marketing scheme, that, if they did, my farmers would soon have a 
black-market scheme that would defeat their purpose. They scoffed at my 
warning so I had to explain to them that nothing clarifies the mind like the 
knowledge that you are going to be hung in the morning and nothing clarifies 
the mind like a farmer who is sitting on his tractor all night sowing a crop of 
wheat which he thinks the government is going to stop him selling. ‘My 
blokes will do you chaps like a dinner’ , I explained as kindly as I could. You 
have a lot of time to think doing a boring or simple job on a tractor or 
mooching along behind a flock of sheep. I am sure Australia would be better 
governed if all ministers had to do a week’s steady ploughing every year, or, if 
they didn’t have enough brains for that, do some simple sheep droving.

We carted all our grain to the Tarlee siding with horses, while we had 
them. That was about seven to eight miles, depending on the location of the 
wheat paddock. We were only allowed to carry sixty-one bags of wheat on a 
load because of the legislation that limited the weight that could be carried. 
Our allowed weight was sixty-one bags each weighing 180 lbs. We got one 
load in the morning, came home, changed the team (five horses a team) and 
loaded up again and took it to Tarlee and then loaded up again ready for the 
next morning. We loaded with the assistance of a bag loader, pulled by a
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horse, usually a specialist horse too. So there was one chap on the ground 
bullocking the bags on to the loader, sometimes using a sack truck if he was a 
little frail, but if he was a real man he would waltz the bags from the heap of 
bags on to the loader. This used to be hard on our trousers until we started 
wearing shorts and then it was hard on our knees. Then, if there was not a 
kid or wife about, the poor bloke would have to go to the horse’s head and 
lead him forward until the bag of wheat (180 lbs of it) was thrown into the 
waiting arms of the chap on the trolley. This was hard on his muscles too, but 
particularly hard on his shirt, until he learnt to go topless, then it was hard 
on his skin. Still, we were tough in those days.

When we arrived at Tarlee, we had to pull in alongside the small table on 
which the weighing scales were located. This was always an anxious time for 
anyone new to the job, because it wasn’t easy to swing the shafters at exactly 
the right time to bring the load exactly alongside in the proper manner. 
Later, when I was Minister for Navy, I used to feel for the young mine- 
sweeeper captains who had to bring their vessel alongside a w harf with the 
minister watching, even if they were aware he knew nothing about ships. 
Each bag was weighed separately, the weight inked on to the bag and 
entered into a book. Then off home we would go, grease the trolley every 
third trip, change teams, look anxiously around for a kid to lead the bag 
loader horse, load up and back to Tarlee again, eating our tucker when we 
could.

You may have heard old chaps say, ‘Always hit the horse that will work, it 
is no good hitting the one that won’t’ . This is usually told to inform people 
that, in any community, the most likely person to tackle any task is the person 
who is busy doing other jobs. It is not much good asking for help from people 
who have plenty of time. It is the same with horses. All horses will learn to 
pull in a team where they are pulling against one another on swings. But

70



when you have a team hitched up to a trolley, where each animal is pulling 
on its own and not against its mate alongside, then you realise that some 
horses can be relied on in a crisis and some can’t. Some will prove to be jibs 
and some will pull till they bust.

Let me give an example. Old Noble was a big benign old horse, lazy as sin 
and slow. I often abused him as we drove to Tarlee because he was a shafter 
and so it was easy to see when he was loafing which he did consistently. One 
day the Tarlee Bridge was closed and I had to detour and cross the railway 
line over a very steep crossing. I suppose I was half asleep at the time and got 
the load half-way across when the team stopped dead. So there I was, with 
the front wheels of the trolley containing sixty-one bags of wheat one side of 
the line, and the other set of wheels the other. And as the train was expected 
shortly you can understand that I was anxious to shift. But the team quickly 
realised that something was wrong and they started to panic and to look 
anxiously around as horses do when they are scared. I belted them and flayed 
them as Kipling says of Gunga Din but still they jibbed. Then I started to 
panic too because I was sure I could hear the train whistling as it left 
Riverton. So I belted poor old Noble and, because he was not a jibber and 
because he knew that it was no good belting the other sods, he got down to 
the task and pulled the load across on his own. For the rest of the wheat 
carting season, old Noble had things pretty easy. You young ones will not 
know what I mean when I say that he spent most of the season sitting back on 
the britchen. When I used this term while writing for the Bulletin, which 
kids itself in a tired way on its rural background, I got an anxious request 
from the editor enquiring what a britchen was. So for his edification, and of 
yours, I will tell you that a britchen is the big strap that goes round the 
backside of a shafter to enable it to hold the load going downhill or to back 
the load if it is not too heavy. But Noble knew, and he knew that I knew, that 
a lazy horse could have an armchair ride sitting back on the britchen strap 
and letting the younger members of the team carry him home. Well, old 
Noble did a lot of that from then on. Retired MPs sometimes try to do the 
same.

I do not remember much about the light horses we kept until we started 
going to school. We did almost all our town and church trips in a trap, a six- 
seater vehicle with a hood, one bench facing forward and the other to the 
rear, pulled by two horses with a pole to hold back going downhill or doing 
the backing, or reversing, as you would say now. Then we had a sulky, with a 
three-seater which was pulled by one horse. I cannot remember much about 
these horses nor about others which my father and other men rode. It was 
when we started going to school that I began taking an intimate interest in 
the breeding and the character of the horses we used, and their progeny. Our 
school was about three miles away by road and about two-and-a-half miles 
across the paddocks. My elder sister, Win, and I started school at East 
Adelaide while my father was away at the first war, so we started at the 
Merrindie School together and we both rode old Wren who was the daughter 
of Jenny, a notable mare belonging to our neighbours, the J. G. Kellys. Win, 
being the elder and therefore being regarded as the more responsible,
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Bert, Tony, Kim  and Dorrie  
with Smokey (the half bred  
draught horse), in the sulky 
with pneum atic tyres, 1940. 
Smokey had hairy heels

occupied the pilot’s seat, and I sat at the back as a kind of tail-end Charlie 
who had to get down and open the gates and then get on up again which 
wasn’t so easy. Then when my younger brother Bill started school, Win still 
occupied the pilot’s seat, Bill had the middle berth so that we could hold him 
on, while I was still tail-end Charlie, opening the gates. Then when our 
youngest sister Marion started school, it was decided that Wren was not long 
enough for the four of us so we graduated to a cart, with a bench seat for 
three with one child standing at the back. Again Wren did the work and as 
she got older she became more and more certain that she knew more about 
the proper way to behave on school trips than did we kids and she became a 
real tyrant and would jib if we tried to do things differently. So she was 
mated to John Kelly’s stallion and in due course another Jenny was born. We 
kids took an intimate and urgent interest in these proceedings. I forget how 
we m anaged when Wren was busy being a young mother but I suppose we 
walked to school as our predecessors had done for years. Then, when Jenny 
was old enough, she used to run alongside the cart to school and old Wren got 
more pigheaded than ever because she had definite ideas about bringing up 
foals as well as children.

I now realise how lucky we were being able to travel to school like that. 
The poor little kids of today are driven in a car to a pick-up point where they 
get on a bus full of other kids, horsing around, but we were able to watch the 
seasons unfold, hear the skylarks singing, see where the hares were squatting, 
watch the crops progressing. When our boys went to the same school, they 
each had a horse of their own (opulance) and their teacher, a wonderful man 
called Jack Atkin, made them write down each morning a description of 
what had happened on the way to school. This encouraged them to observe 
and to express themselves.
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They do all the stock work on Merrindie now with motor bikes and I 
suppose they know best. I know that the sheep dogs must approve because 
they get a ride out to the back paddocks instead of having to run alongside 
the horse. This must have taken a lot of fun out of life for them, particularly 
in hot weather or when the grass seeds were bad. But we did everything with 
horses and mostly with Wren’s progeny. I suppose she felt that she was still in 
control. Her second foal was Robin, a heavy pony and as cunning as an alley 
cat and as lazy as could be, but competent with stock. He thought he knew 
more about stock work than we did. He also knew all about opening gates 
with his nose.

Wren’s third foal was Rajah and he was the one I loved best. I could catch 
him in the paddock and could drive the other horses into our homestead 
stable without a bridle. Indeed, I have jumped fences on him without a 
saddle or bridle, with an empty bag across the top wire so that he could see it 
clearly. I did a lot of my courting with Rajah helping. When Lorna came to 
her first Tarlee Show she saw me on Rajah competing in the horses over 
hurdles event. I must admit that I was not altogether sure if he would 
understand what I wanted him to do so that I would not look foolish in the 
eyes of the new girl I was pursuing, but I appealed to him with a piece of 
wire and he did not let me down. He taught my three sons to ride and he 
never let any of us down. He was a bonzer old boy.

Bill took another of Wren’s sons with him when he went to live in 
Kangaroo Island and he became as fond of Peter as I was of Rajah. I suppose 
we are both a bit soft about things.

As I got older and heavier I graduated to bigger horses. Sometimes I used 
crossbreds, such as a trotter stallion on a Clydesdale mare. I have always 
found trotters a bit stupid though I admit that trotters or horses with a dash 
of trotter are wonderful amblers which is a comfortable gait if you can train 
them to it properly. But a Clydesdale crossed with any other breed always 
seemed to have hairy heels. This may not have been a real handicap but it 
always indicated a dash of cross-breeding. Indeed, I have heard the term, 
‘hairy heeled’ used to indicate that a person is not as well-bred as he should 
be.

I am rather ashamed that I have not yet mentioned Tiny; she was the size 
of a large Shetland but was not like a woolly bear as most Shetlands are. She 
was a really smart pony, she could trot like a trotter and was a wonderful 
stock horse. She was always hard to get into the stable and was as cunning as 
old Robin but much faster on her feet so I strapped a length of chain to one 
of her front feet so that she could not gallop away; if she did the chain would 
swing around and hit her other front leg. It was no hindrance to her when 
she walked as hobbles would be, but it did stop her galloping. She had an 
annoying way of tossing her head when escaping from us when we tried to 
persuade her to enter the stable. It was a very friendly action on the part of 
my parents that they bought her for me. I rode her to school and got very 
fond of the little beggar, though she could behave like a proper little bitch.

When I was ten or eleven, Father decided that we should send Tiny to 
Adelaide to get her mated to a stallion of her own class. So I set off one winter
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morning to ride her to Adelaide. The road to Adelaide was almost unknown 
to me and the fifty-five miles seemed a long way. When we reached the rail 
crossing north of Roseworthy, Tiny got colic and wanted to lie down and roll. 
So I went into a house and explained that my pony was sick and could they 
give me some medicine for colic? They were kind enough to do so and we 
dosed Tiny up and after an hour or so she was O K and we were on the road 
again.

When we reached a point just south of the Little Para Hotel, I found 
barricades across the road because they were bituminising it. But it was 
getting late and poor Tiny was getting short tempered so I took her saddle off 
and led her under the barricades. She could crawl if she did not have her 
saddle on.

I did not know where I had to take Tiny, but Father had told me to go into 
the Cross Keys Hotel at Gepps Cross and ask someone where to find the Coles 
Bros agent who he knew lived nearby. So I did that and someone did know 
(fortunately) so I took Tiny there, caught the tram to Adelaide, and another 
to Unley and asked the conductor where to find the Malvern Methodist 
Manse where my uncle Arthur Dunn was living. He did not know, which 
was a bitter blow, as I was feeling a bit worse for wear by this time so I must 
have started to blub a bit. So the conductor went along the tram asking 
people and fortunately someone knew. So I got there at last.

However, Tiny did not get in foal so I rode her home with effortless ease. 
She could really move when she wanted to, particularly going home.

We exhibited Tiny at the Adelaide Show when it was held on the Jubilee 
Oval, behind the School of Mines. We were exhibiting a Shorthorn bull so we 
put Tiny in the railway truck with the bull. Tiny looked a real urchin 
compared to the spoilt shetlands ridden by the perfectly attired children of 
city folk, so I don’t suppose the judge even gave us a second glance. But I 
guess none of that overdressed mob had ever ridden fifty-five miles in one day 
and crawled under a road barricade in the process.

When I went to boarding school my parents wrote to tell me that Tiny had 
broken her leg. I was properly homesick even before I heard this sad news 
and I remember going out to the front oval and crying as if my heart was 
broken which it jolly near was. Then I got another letter from home telling 
me that they had got a local unqualified vet to do what he could. I was not 
home to watch him at work but I think he wrapped the leg in a great plaster 
of paris bandage and the break knitted without the pony being slung. All I 
know is that she made a complete recovery. I never knew the man but 
Watson was his name and he must have been a first class vet.
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We did very little rabbit trapping but we kept what rabbits we had for 
an old boy called Mick. He was a real philosopher as all trappers must be or 
they would go dotty. Most of our rabbits lived in the rough hill paddocks on 
Merrindie and working a line of traps in hilly country was really hard work. 
You had to carry all your gear on foot, your hoe, your rifle, your bag with the 
carcases in it, etc. It was all right for the first day but from then on it would 
get really laborious. But old Mick had an additional burden to bear, there 
was a wedgetail eagle which used to soar effortlessly across the gullies and 
would frequently see a rabbit caught in a trap so he would land and kill it 
and start eating it, so spoiling both the carcase and the skin. As Mick came 
puffing up the hill with all his gear on his back, he would all too often find 
that the wretched eagle had been there before him so he came to hate it with 
a deep and abiding hatred. But one day I saw him with a broad grin on his 
homely dial, so I knew that he must have caught the brute which evidently 
had landed on a rabbit warren and inadvertently put his foot on a covered 
trap. It was no surprise to hear that Mick had caught his enemy at last. 
‘W hat did you do with him, Mick?’ I asked, ‘D id you kill him?’ ‘No plurry 
fear’, he replied, ‘I just cut one wing and now the bastard has to walk the line 
of traps the same as m e!’ I know the animal ‘libbers’ will hate me for telling 
that story, but I regard it as a fine example of the sardonic humour of the 
bush.

We tried most ways of getting rid of rabbits. Sometimes the district council 
would hire out their poison cart, which was used to make a little furrow into 
which a hopper would dribble poisoned bait, the idea being that the rabbits 
would be attracted by the smell of the freshly made furrow and would then 
eat the bait. I forget which bait we used, cubed carrots, oats or apples I know 
were often used by others. The poison was a sort of phosphorous compound 
which is now illegal, I am told. Evidently the rabbits die a painful death this 
way but I don’t suppose it is much different to dying slowly with 
myxomatosis.

Mostly we concentrated on rabbit burrows, reckoning that, if we could 
destroy their homes, they would not breed. The uninitiated may think that 
digging rabbits out of a burrow would be relatively easy but this is not so 
unless it is just a tiny burrow. A really big warren would take a week to dig 
out. Getting all the rabbits out of one of them would be like getting all the 
criminals out of Sydney. A big warren will go down for many feet and there 
are branches going off in all directions and you needed a very keen and tiny 
terrier type of dog to tell you which branch was likely to be fruitful. 
Sometimes these big city warrens contained foxes as well as rabbits and some 
originally belonged to wombats and in such cases they would almost go down 
to the water line. So we did not try to destroy warrens by digging them out.

We used to do a lot of fumigating and we started first by using carbide to 
make acetylene gas. In those times my father had a motor bike which was 
illuminated by carbide lam p. So we took some carbide, put it in a tin, poured 
on some water and then poked it well down the burrow and then tossed a 
match in and a fine old explosion it made and also a smell, but I doubt if it 
was a very efficient way of killing rabbits. Then we used carbon bisulphide
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which we poured from a bottle onto a piece of old wheat sack and also poked 
this down the burrows. Sometimes we lit this too: I am not sure why except 
that it m ade a foul stink. Then we used chloropicrin, or some such name and 
cyanagas, which was the best of the lot. We took a gas blower around with us 
which necessitated using a light dray but with cyanagas you could blow the 
gas to the ends of the burrows and also you could see where it was escaping.

Then came the bulldozer. We had tried ploughing the warrens with six 
horses pulling a dam  sinking plough and this was a savage job for the horses 
who were terrified of putting their legs down rabbit holes and also for the 
poor man on the handles of the plough, which would throw him all over the 
place if the plough struck a rock. A crawler tractor was good and then came 
three point linkage plough on little Ferguson tractors. But all these had to 
give way to a big crawler bulldozer which we hired at great expense which 
was well justified. We really started to use bulldozers just about the time that 
myxo came in. The two handicaps with dozers were their expense and they 
were no good amongst big rocks and in steep creeks. This brings me back to 
the animal ‘libbers’ who try to stop farmers using dynamite to destroy rabbits 
hiding under rocks. They reckon it is cruel to kill rabbits this way, evidently it 
is all right to fumigate rabbits or kill them with myxo but you mustn’t blow 
the beggars up; this might be too much of a shock!

Central to all the rabbit war so far has been the quality of my Aunty’s pet 
dog Sandy, an animal of uncertain pedigree, but with the heart of a lion. He 
really was an indomitable dog. Small he was, which enabled him to get 
down burrows to give us directions which branch contained a rabbit. And he 
would stick to you when the digging got rough and stony and his feet got 
sore. I have seen him go down a hole after a fox and come back out wiping 
the fox fur from his face. He really was a wonderful little tike. He was good 
at locating the outlying buck rabbits which would be left outside the warrens 
after we had finished fumigating and which would come along at night and 
open up the burrows again. The sheep dogs were hopeless at scenting these 
rogue rabbits so everything depended on Sandy and he knew his work.

One morning Sandy and I had just finished closing the last rabbit burrow 
in the Upper North and then we set out looking for the last outlier, or Sandy 
did. He found him at last and set out to run him down, full of confidence 
because all the holes were closed. I was about to say he did this with quiet 
confidence but Sandy always did everything at the top of his voice. He would 
have m ade a great politician. He pursued this last rabbit with loud 
confidence. It was well ahead of him but the grass was short and I could 
almost follow the scent trail myself. The rabbit was running out of puff when 
down swooped an eagle and picked the rabbit up and disappeared. Then 
Sandy arrived on the scene, confidently following the scent, which then 
disappeared into thin air, to Sandy’s utter puzzlement. Sandy spent a good 
half hour trying to puzzle things out and for the next year, when ever we 
were out that way, he used to go back to the spot to have another look.

It was always very important to get that last rabbit because, if you didn’t, 
it would open up the burrows and, before you knew what was going on, the 
place would be lousy with rabbits again. I remember Frank Crean, Simon’s
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father, who was Treasurer under W hitlam, telling me with some pride one 
day in the parliam entary toilet, where many important exchanges of 
information take place, that he had succeeded in closing the last tax evasion 
bolt hole and from now on everyone would have to pay proper tax. I had to 
tell him that he would not speak with such confidence if he had done as 
much rabbiting as I had. Indeed, there are still big bolt holes in the taxation 
burrow in spite of the stern determination of a lot of other treasurers who 
followed Frank. They never employed enough Sandy’s.

Bill and I had lots of fun with rabbits when we were kids and so did our 
boys before myxo. One of the stories such as all good families cherish was 
when Roger, then about four, telling his mother, after one of his rabbit safaris 
with Kim and Tony, how they had caught a little baby rabbit and had put 
him on a big flat piece of board, which they had then pushed into the middle 
of a little dam . Then he explained how they had guided the rabbit on his 
board around in the dam  by throwing stones cunningly to one side or the 
other. Lorna expressed surprise at this behaviour, protesting that the rabbit 
must have been badly scared by this treatment. Her reaction surprised and 
disappointed young Roger who, even then, had an unusual grasp of the 
language which I am glad to say he still has, and he replied, ‘Of course he 
wasn’t scared, Mummy, he was master of his craft!’ Roger still exhibits this 
strong desire to be master of his craft as he will gladly demonstrate if you are 
willing to be one of his crew on the vessel Pimolea.

Then, in 1951, myxo arrived and altered the rabbit scene. Myxo had been 
imported from Brazil some years before and a lot of work had been done by 
CSIRO  in South Australia and other States to make sure that the virus, which 
was so clearly deadly to rabbits, was not a threat to other animals. This was 
conclusively proved; it did not even attack hares.

Then it was found that the disease did not spread in natural conditions as 
laboratory work had suggested it would. This was because the affected 
rabbit would go aw ay to die so the disease did not wipe out a whole rabbit 
warren as they had expected. Then it was found that it could be spread by 
mosquitoes which carried the blood from sick rabbits to healthy ones. Then 
later it was found that rabbit fleas carried the virus in the same way. So 
CSIRO  were fairly certain that the disease would take off if released, but the 
decision had to m ade whether to release it or not. With the benefit of 
hindsight, it is hard for us to see why they were so worried about this.

I now quote from my father’s article How Myxomatosis Was Introduced In 
Australia. ‘We must remember that many felt there was a risk of spreading 
the disease to other animals, but also that there were a large number of 
people who were making their living from catching rabbits and selling the 
skins and carcases. Sir Ian Clunies Ross in telling how tremendous was the 
rabbit problem in 1948-49, said that as many as 100000000 rabbit skins and 
carcases were exported in a single post w ar year without apparently effecting 
overall numbers appreciably. When to such a figure was added the number 
of carcases sold for meat in Australia, it was obvious that the number of 
people so employed was such that they must be considered.

‘Eventually infected rabbits were released at Gunbower in 1949 and the
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results were watched with intense interest. But for quite a while no 
considerable spread of the disease became obvious and Ratcliffe felt con
cerned that he should warn the CSIRO that this attempt on the success of 
which he had been so confident, might also prove a failure, as had the 
previous experiments. And if failure occurred this time he felt that other 
more conventional methods would have to be tried for the rabbit problem 
w as fast becoming of vital importance, and some way of effective control 
must be rapidly found — however costly. I remember returning from that 
sad meeting of CSIRO  to my home at Merrindie late in 1949 feeling 
desperately disappointed but fortunately the Wild Life Section continued to 
anxiously watch the experiment and to keep up the supply of infected 
rabbits.

‘I had to go east again in early 1950 and I made it my job to go to the Wild 
Life Section and get the latest news. When I arrived at the headquarters, 
there was a state of great excitement. As the weather warmed up, swarms of 
the essential breed of the mosquitoes arrived and soon the long awaited 
spread of the disease suddenly took place. The mosquitoes carrying the 
poison were carried far afield by the wind. Telegrams were coming in from 
distances far and near. I remember particularly the myxo spread right down 
the M urray to Goolwa in South Australia. Then tbe wind changed and 
affected rabbits were found up the Darling, the Murrumbidgee, the Lachlan 
and eventually right into Queensland.’

When I was in Britain on a Nuffield scholarship in 1951 I got an excited 
letter from my father telling me to go to Cam bridge to tell Sir Charles Martin 
what was happening because he was responsible, years before, for bringing 
the virus from South America and who had overseen the earlier work here. 
He must have been a proud old man.

I do not know how the disease got to Britain but it was there in 1951 when 
the rabbits were quite bad, strange as it may seem to an Australian, who 
imagines Britain so closely settled that there would not be room for rabbits. 
But there was a lot of resistance to releasing the virus. There were two 
reasons for this, one was the same concern as here about the effect on the 
demand for edible rabbits. But besides this, we all know that the English are 
soft in the head about animals and by the time for the English Royal Show 
came around in July, there was a tent on the grounds for the organisation 
already in existence to prevent the spread of myxo. But it was spreading just 
the same, as sick rabbits were being carried secretly in the boots of cars and 
released by farmers who had a rabbit problem.

When I came home in the second half of 1951 myxo was becoming quite 
common. I remember when I was going around lecturing about my Nuffield 
trip, I was always careful not to run over sick rabbits who were waiting to 
die on the roads. Myxo made all the difference to the cost of running 
Merrindie and that is why my hair stands on end if I see an odd rabbit there 
now.

As I write this (2/9/87) I hear that either the myxo virus is becoming 
weaker or the rabbits are acquiring an immunity to it so the rabbit threat is 
said to be looming again. I understand the CSIRO  are considering using
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some of the new genetic engineering techniques to evolve new and more 
viralent myxo strains. One effect of so doing is said to make the infected 
rabbits sterile. I wonder how the animal libbers would react to that. I 
suppose they would claim that it was unfair to rabbits to prevent them 
enjoying sexual fulfilment.

Now that our memories of the rabbit problems are fading, it is worth 
recalling some of the effects that they had on our agriculture. For instance, 
city people who are so quick to criticise farmers for clearing the scrub from 
the sand ridges in the mallee must realise that, if this was not done and the 
scrub was left there, then this would be an ideal harbour for rabbits which, 
left undisturbed, would have made it impossible to profitably crop the flat 
land between the ridges and, even worse, would have degraded the ridges 
with rabbit holes and by destroying the new growth.

When I was reading the report of the pastoral commission, on which my 
grandfather, Robert, served in 1891, I read that, even then, some kind of 
tenure was necessary to hold the rabbits in check. Those conservationists who 
criticise pastoralists so bitterly, should realise that, if the pastoral lands were 
abandoned for sheep and cattle grazing, then the rabbit and the kangaroo 
would soon be doing more harm to the country than stock are now doing. 
But perhaps the conservationists are going to pass laws to stop the rabbits and 
the kangaroo breeding. It is a pity that the cause of conservation is so often 
dam aged by fools.

The D aw sons’ home at Mt Bryan
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Merrindie 
Neighbours

Trevor D ay owns M cCaw  Hills, a property of about 1000 acres straight 
across from the Merrindie front gate. Because it is such a pleasant place, and 
is not too big, it changes hands often, and at each sale I prophesy immediate 
ruin for the new owner and I have been wrong every time. On most 
occasions the capital gain is a good deal more than the fall in the value of 
money. I don’t know why anyone listens to me anymore.

Looking down on our neighbours
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Sir Walter Crocker owned the place before Day. He bought it when he was 
our High Commissioner in India. It is the kind of place you would expect a 
diplomat to buy. The owner before Crocker was a sad man called Clark, 
from Millicent. He bought it from the Chickerloo people, the Gunns from 
Elliston on the West Coast and who owned the Chickerloo horse stud. These 
people were a shock to the Giles Corner Methodist community as Mr Gunn 
used to swear at people during meals. As horses do not eat Salvation Jane, the 
Chickerloo paddocks were worth coming miles to see in the spring. The 
daughter, Norm a Gunn, married a nice and much more simple type of man, 
more like me, L . R. Martin.

The previous owner before the Gunns was a fine old boy called Russell 
Wake. He had a nice wife who fitted comfortably into our Methodist 
community. Russ had been farming out from Quorn before he came south to 
us so he knew about adversity. He only had one failing and that was he was 
always certain that some sod was about to take him down. Evidently 
someone had once done so and the iron had entered his soul. One cold wet 
night, he rang me about midnight, ‘You must come with me Bert,’ he said 
excitedly. ‘I heard a sheep transport come over the hill and then stop in front 
of the F lat Paddock. Come with me and we will nab them while they are 
loading.’ I must explain that there had been some sheep stealing going on and 
also in those days, sheep hurdles were made of timber and they used to rattle 
loudly. Russ had heard the sheep transport come rattling down D ay’s Hill, 
then he heard it go past his and my front gates and then it stopped.

I was not as keen as Russ, as it was a nasty night, but he was such a nice old 
boy that I did not like to turn him down. So I dressed and Russ came and got 
me, carefully driving with no car lights. Down the road we went and, in 
front of the F lat Paddock we found the sheep truck as Russ predicted, only it 
was bogged up to its axles and we spent the next two hours getting it free. 
The driver must have thought how fortunate he had been to strike such 
friendly people.

Travelling anti-clockwise, our next neighbour (joining corner to corner) is 
the Thomas family. I don’t know the name of the farm now, but it was always 
called Allendale when it was owned by Allen E . Day. He was a good farmer 
and an even better stud breeder of Suffolk and Dorset sheep and two breeds of 
pigs, Tamworths and Large Whites. He did everything well. I used to see him 
at breed society meetings and shows. He had a fine wife called Elsie who did 
not parade her brains but would help anyone who needed it.

The next place (going anti-clockwise) was Ramsay, the house opposite the 
Upper and Low er North division fence. It was called Ramsay after a town in 
the Isle of M an from whence we came. Ramsay was taken up by the Kelly 
brothers together with Merrindie in 1878, when Anstey and Giles sold 
M arocara station. Ram say was owned by my relative Perce Kelly when I was 
young, a nice old messer. They sold to a man called Mason and he sold to the 
Smyths who are top farmers from Salters Springs.

The next place is opposite the Alma paddock. It used to be owned by a 
man called Aleck Shepherd. He had a nice son called Don with rather a nifty 
wife who would take a bit of keeping, I reckon.
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The next place is a little farm owned now by Frank Hill who bought it 
from Bronte Pratt who shifted to Kangaroo Island to be a neighbour of my 
brother Bill. Pratt bought it from a wonderful family called Smyth (pro
nounced Smith). This family was an important and fortunate influence on 
me for many reasons.

The first is that they were deeply committed Catholics. It may seem 
strange to young people that I should think this important but, when I was 
young, there were very deep divisions between Protestants (particularly 
Methodists) and Catholics. This feeling was never fostered in our home, but 
it was prevalent throughout the country. I am certain that our friendship 
with the Smyths helped me to put this kind of nonsense behind me. Let me 
give an illustration of what I mean. When I was about forty, there appeared 
a vacancy in our safe L C L  seat in State Parliament. A Catholic, Bill Quirke, 
was the favoured candidate but our neighbour, John Kelly, a fine man (of 
more later) persuaded a splendid Methodist called Harry Bohnsack, to 
contest the electorate against Quirke, solely on grounds of religion. I 
remember talking this matter over with Frank Smyth and hearing the sorrow 
and bitterness in his voice.

The Smyths were deeply committed Catholics. Every Sunday morning 
they used to drive along the rough track through the South Paddock and then 
on to Tarlee, to mass. You would have to be keen to do that. Their only son, 
Eddie, was a priest. When I was in the RAAF cam p at Mt Breckan, he was 
padre there. There is a daughter Mary at Gawler; she is a great friend of 
ours. It w as a tempting diversion when riding between the Black Alma to the 
South Paddock, to cut the corner and end up having a cup of tea with the 
Smyths.

Frank Smyth used to farm the Rough Paddock on shares with us and also 
the corner of the South Paddock which he must have cleared and fenced. We 
never had any share farm ing agreement with Frank as his word was his 
bond. There was also an indomitable streak in him.

Mrs Smyth was a cheerful lady in the nicest sense of the word. One cold 
wet night I got a ring from D r L . R. Mallen (later Sir Len) who was our 
doctor in Riverton, asking me to put the horse in the sulky because Mrs 
Smyth was seriously ill and he could not get there in his car because the roads 
were too bad. I started to protest but he cut me short and simply said that he 
expected me to have the sulky ready when he got to Merrindie. It was too; 
you didn’t argue with Mallen when he was on the job. It was a rough trip but 
Mrs Smyth pulled through. I wonder what today’s doctors would have done.

Our next neighbours were the O ’Deas. I only met them once and that was 
way back in the early 1930’s when I was looking for some lost sheep. When 
we were new to the stud Dorset Horn game we foolishly used to put the 
Dorset ram lambs in the South Paddock during the late summer, before the 
fences were as good as they are now. Of course the ram lambs soon started 
looking for nicer pastures, consequently I spent a lot of time in the autumn 
scouring the Alma district, looking for them. It was on one of these 
expeditions that I met the Misses O ’D ea who gave me a cup of tea. I don’t 
think I ever met them again. They say that good fences make good
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neighbours. In this case a good fence prevented me knowing my O’D ea 
neighbours.

Our next neighbours were the J. G. Kelly’s of Hazelton. When I was 
young, J. G. senior lived there. His third wife was Janey Kelly, Perce Kelly’s 
sister. They shifted to Halldale (between Giles Corner and Riverton) when 
J . G. (John) junior came home from the first war. John was a remarkable 
man in many ways. He was badly wounded in the head in the first w ar and 
had a silver plate located somewhere there. He never complained about 
anything and he never used to get in a flap as I did. He was the soul of 
rectitude, honesty and piety in the nicest sense of the word. He was 
technically a good farmer but was a bit of a messer as a businessman. He was 
a gambler at heart and it is fortunate that his piety saved him from 
racehorses. If he went north to buy store cattle, he usually returned with 
twice as many as he really wanted.

I ploughed with a ten-horse team pulling a six furrow plough, but John 
went north to buy some brumbies which he broke in with his usual ability 
and courage. Then he put sixteen of them in a tandem team pulling a ten 
furrow plough. People will find it hard to visualise a sixteen-horse team in 
tandem and I will not try to describe the complicated mixture of chains and 
swings that was needed. I suppose John must have had someone help him get 
his horses hitched up. One day I was riding along the track below the Tank 
Paddock when I saw John’s sixteen-horse team in a kicking, thrashing heap, 
all tangled up with chains and there was John standing contemplating the 
scene and quietly filling his pipe! I would have been rushing around in all 
directions, making things worse.

Bullocky Jim  Kelly wrote a short history of his father and has permitted me 
to include the following extract in my book.

John must have enlisted very early after the outbreak of World War I, I 
seem to remember a four figure number on his sausage bag. He went into 
the 9th Light Horse with Will Edgerley, George Arthur and Hugh Kelly, in 
his section of four. The 9th left from Melbourne after camping at Bacchus 
Marsh in shocking dusty conditions of the 1914 drought.

Old J. G. with his wife went to Melbourne to see them off. They camped 
at Mena within a few hundred yards of the pyramid, out of Cairo. After 
some few days marching up to 20 miles a day in the sand, they were 
shipped to Gallipoli two weeks after Anzac as reinforcements, leaving their 
horses in Egypt. Water in the trenches was in very short supply and John, at 
least, drank water from a spring that had been poisoned by the Turks. He 
was taken to the hospital at Lemnos. Shortly after returning he was buried 
by a shell and had another stint on Lemnos. I imagine shock was the major 
ailment this second time. Then, and I have no idea of the time space, he 
was hit by a sniper’s bullet in the mouth. The bullet shattered the bone in 
his lower left jaw passing either out his mouth or in through his lips.

A Maori water carrier took him to casualty and then hospital shipped him 
back to Lemnos. I have never heard a word of the journey home. His jaw 
was wired up and all food taken through his lips via a teapot.

In an early plastic surgery operation the bone from the tip of his left hip 
was removed and substituted for the angle of his jaw. Simpson (or Henry) 
Newland (later Sir) was the surgeon. I don’t know when this was done but
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he had trouble with the jaw, false teeth and sinus for some years. Most 
meat was minced for him and he ate apples with a knife. The jaw action 
was impaired and tended to move diagonally to the left and no whiskers 
grew on the scar about one inch in diameter below and forward of his left 
ear.

Invalided out in time for the 1916 harvest and still with the jaw wired up 
he then volunteered again in an attempt to keep his young brother Nelson 
from Military Service. Nelson did go and was killed at Villers Bretoneux. 
Norman, the elder brother, also in France had TB. John somehow got out 
and carried on with his father at Hazelton.

Married to Maud Lilian (Queenie) Padman in 1921, he stayed on at 
Hazelton. Old J. G. and his younger children and daughters moved to 
Halldale, five miles aw ay .. .

. . .  By November 1945 the farm was a waving sea of tall or short, white or 
brown wheat, 1400 acres of it. John put the Cletrac tractor on the binder to 
cut sheaved hay around the fences and creeks. A poor machinery man at 
any time, can you imagine this nearly 50-year-old stockman sitting on the 
binder with its maze of five or six controls, four ropes coming from the 
tractor to stop and start and steer. A pipe crammed into the good side of his 
mouth, probably with a matchbox in one hand, certain now that he had 
beaten the creditors and the banker and the private mortgagors.

Late in the day he was travelling north filled with these fine thoughts, 
had to turn west into the sun to miss a creek eight feet deep. Probably had 
difficulty shifting his hat lower to shade his eyes and the tractor nosedived 
into a little side spur. It took three days to get the tractor out but by then 
the horses had fattened up and were put in the binder.

After a great deal of hard work with largely worn out equipment the 
wheat cheque was in and the episode closed.

John had three daughters Helen, Anne and Rosemary and one son Jim , 
Bullocky Jim  as he is now known followed his bullock team pulling a load of 
wool from Naracoorte to Port Adelaide during South Australia’s 150-year- 
celebrations. We used to take a neighbourly interest in Jim ’s romantic life 
which was never placid. He was an airgunner during the second w ar and 
soon after his return from the U K, he was followed by a nice young lady who 
had marked him down. However, Jim  took evasive action and the lady 
eventually went back to Britain and began living in sin somewhere in 
Lincolnshire. One day Lorna and I were filling in time driving around 
Lincoln when we saw a beautiful garden which I wanted to photograph. 
When I asked permission from the gardener, he asked from whence I came. 
When I said Australia he volunteered the information that the lady of the 
house had spent some time in Australia. Yes, you are right, it was the same 
lady, but you can imagine the look of cynical disbelief that my explanation 
received that it was all a coincidence. She naturally thought that I had been 
asked to find out what was going on.

Jim  finally married Lorna Grey, so then we had two Lorna Kellys living on 
neighbouring properties. We used to differentiate between them by calling 
them young Lorna and old Lorna, big Lorna and little Lorna, fat Lorna and 
thin Lorna or even Jim ’s Lorna and Bert’s Lorna. I think the Lornas got a bit 
sick of it.
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I have said before that bad fences make bad neighbours so I always tried to 
keep decent fences between Merrindie and Hazelton. But the Hazelton 
people never had enough time to keep their own fences in repair, let alone 
our boundary fence, so the burden fell on me. I said to Jim  one day that I 
intended to renew the fence dividing the two properties that runs along the 
watershed of the hills. For Merrindie, that meant the fences between the 
South and Middle Paddocks and Hazelton. All of this fencing was crooked, 
with a bend in the fence every three hundred yards or so. If this had to be 
renewed with all those short strains, strainer posts and struts, it would have 
m ade the task much more difficult and costly, so I told Jim  that I would 
renew the whole fence if we could straighten it out. He agreed, but when I 
suggested that he and I meet at the fence to plot the location of the new 
fence, he simply said he would leave it to me to do the best I could. That is 
neighbourly trust. I will probably be cursed by someone in the future if a re- 
survey had to be done to fix the proper location of the fence, but it was fairly 
done.

N ear the M errindie-Hazelton boundary

I am glad to be able to say that, as far as I know, there has never been a 
quarrel of any kind between Merrindie and any of its neighbours. There was 
a lot of rivalry, of course, and we all took a lot of interest in what was going 
on in our neighbours’ places, even noticing if they were getting behind witb 
their work. Now I hardly know who is living near me in Burnside, 
which really is a disgraceful way to live.

Our next neighbour going anti-clockwise was the Heywood property. John 
Kelly bought it in 1928 at the then exorbitant price of £17 an acre and this 
must have been a grievious financial burden during the depression which 
followed soon after. John Kelly installed his younger half-brother, Dudley on 
Heywood. Dudley was (and is) a fine fellow but having a partner and 
brother as unpredictable as John soured him somewhat. He was a good
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farmer with his money as well as his plant. He shifted to Kangaroo Island 
where he has done well. I don’t know who owns Heywood now. I know the 
Stones used to. That is a big difference between our days and now. In our 
days Lorna and I knew all our neighbours well, if not intimately. Now I am 
startled to find that Kim and Dale do not know who is living in Heywood, 
M arocara or Martin’s place. In our days the church and the school bound 
people together more than they now do.

The Hooper’s at Giles Corner are not neighbours but this chapter would be 
incomplete without them. Spen and Aggie Hooper owned a farm that was 
too small for economists but they did well by milking cows and keeping pigs. 
Spen died and Aggie battled on helped by sons Bill and Cliff. C liff became a 
mechanic in Riverton but Bill stayed on the farm on which he has made a 
comfortable living. He added to this by doing odd jobs for many people, 
particularly Merrindie. It would be hard to imagine a Merrindie shearing 
without Hooper.

Much as both Lorna and I value Bill Hooper, our memories of his mother 
are even fonder. Once when Lorna was sick I persuaded Aggie to give us a 
hand in the house, I suppose she helped Lorna a lot but she opened up a new 
world to us. Aggie knew everything about everybody, not nastily but 
precisely and intimately. Suddenly we realised that we were living amongst a 
heaving mass of personalities. Lorna was then, as now, rather retiring and 
anyhow, she was busy with the kids and I was busy being a good farmer so 
neither of us had had time to take much of an interest in other people. So 
Aggie Hooper widened our horizons. Bill Hooper has inherited his mother’s 
ability, and in doing so has m ade life more interesting for everyone as well as 
himself.
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Sport in 
the Country

Father m ade Bill and I a half length concrete cricket pitch, using the back of 
the engine room as a backstop. We later m ade wirenetting nets for the sides 
and the stable used to act as a mid-on. However, there was a nasty wide gap 
at mid-off and Bill hammered my rather innocuous bowling through that 
gap and then it had a downhill run, so I tried hard to bowl my field to save 
my feet.

Bert playing tennis 
(usually loudly)
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I do not remember ever playing in any kind of cricket match until I went 
to Princes in 1925, when I was twelve. I started in the under 13s and enjoyed 
it all immensely. We cheerfully carried our cricket gear and sometimes even 
the matting all over Adelaide in trams and buses. There was none of the 
modern nonsense of parents driving us around in cars. Year by year I 
resolutely worked my w ay up the cricket ladder. I began 1928 as captain of 
the fifths and ended the year as opening bat for the firsts. I did this by dint of 
endless practice at the nets and by the most mundane practice in a quiet 
room under the sports pavilion, which had a wooden floor. I spent endless 
hours there, practising to play forward and back with a perfectly straight 
bat, using the parallel floor boards as a guide. Lorna often complains that I 
suffer from tunnel vision and I suppose she is right.

I will never forget my intercollegiate cricket match against Saints. This 
was my fourth year at Princes and we had only won one game against Saints 
and that was a tennis match; all the other matches we had lost. We excused 
our failures by claiming that Saints were so wealthy that their boys could be 
left at school till they were bigger and stronger than we were. This was 
nonsense, of course, but it gave us some comfort in our mortification at our 
poor perfomances. Perhaps Saints now give themselves the same kind of 
comfort as we regularly thrash them at football and almost everything else.

In those days, the intercol cricket was played at the Adelaide oval. We won 
the toss and another chap and I opened the batting to the bowling of two 
gigantic fast bowlers, Dick McMichael and Ian Seppelt. I survived their 
onslaught by playing a dead straight bat to every ball as I had practised 
under the pavilion. I ended up making 6 in 70 minutes which I understand is 
still the slowest score ever m ade at the Adelaide oval. After I was out through 
sheer boredom, I walked around in front of the Princes stand and they 
clapped me. It was some years later that I realised they were being sarcastic.

My poor father, who was impressed, I suppose, by my dogged determi
nation to get into the first eleven, came to Adelaide to see the match. This 
was no small sacrifice, right in the middle of harvest, as I now know. 
However, his anxiety when he saw poor weedy little Bert being pitted against 
these two enormous athletes was too much for him and he disappeared 
behind the grandstand, where he tried to analyse the meaning of all the 
noises from the oval and the stands. He told me years later that he stayed 
there for about half an hour and when he ventured back for another look, 
there was poor little Bert, still there. I must have m ade about two by then.

We lost the match as was our wont. About the nicest thing that happened 
to me was being approached nervously by a ten-year-old kid at the railway 
station, while I was wearing my cricket cap. The Indians were playing here 
then and, as I was as brown as an Indian, the boy thought I was an Indian 
cricketer and asked for my autograph. I have a guilty feeling that I spelt 
Duleepsinhji wrongly.

I could not play in 1929 as my knee had failed and gave me a lot of trouble 
on my return to the farm  in 1930. I began playing for Tarlee in my intercol 
whites and with my intercol determination not to get out so I played a 
perfectly straight bat to everything, for a while. But this soon wore off and I
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even began enjoying myself playing the game. I usually opened the batting 
but seldom got a bowl unless I was captain when I bowled quite a lot. Once 
when I was bowling against Alma at Tarlee they had to stop playing on the 
tennis court nearby.

My chief contribution to cricket in our district was to start some of them 
playing in shorts. By this time Lorna had bullied me into working in shorts, 
even in the winter. Then she started again when I came home after cricket 
with my whites all dirty from playing on the dirty cricket grounds. So she got 
me some white shorts and the sight really startled the natives. Then the idea 
started to catch on and my next disciple was a schoolmaster called Beare, but 
his legs were pale indeed and he also wore a prominent pair of very modest 
underpants and his legs fairly blushed as he bowled. However, he stuck to it 
and others joined him. The pad  straps used to irritate those with tender legs 
but this did not worry me because I could wear shorts riding through thistles.

However, marital pressure continued and before long I was wearing khaki 
shorts to cricket. Fortunately this did not take on so I was soon in Coventry. 
However, people still remember my fall from grace. A few days ago I was 
playing bowls when my opponent said that he had met me before on the 
Tarlee cricket field when he was playing for Hamley Bridge. ‘We were well 
ahead,’ he said when describing what happened, ‘When you cam e in 
wearing your usual khaki shorts and brown shirt, one of the new members of 
our team said to me that we would soon be up at the pub. I warned the 
young man not to count on it and I reminded him of what I said an hour later 
when we were looking for the ball in the weeds in the river. It wouldn’t have 
hurt so much if you had been decently dressed like a real cricketer’ , he added. 
I am glad my sartorial standards have been ignored. White shorts are 
allowed though frowned on, but khaki shorts are out.

The saddest face I ever saw on a cricket field was that of C liff Freebairn of 
Alma. I was then playing for Alma as Tarlee could not raise a team that year. 
Owen batted first against Alma in one of the final matches on the first 
Saturday and m ade over 400. The next Saturday Cliff and I opened for 
Alma. Cliff could really bat but luck was not with him that day. There was a 
very strong wind blowing and the old matting was flapping around in fine 
style. Des Ross was bowling really fast and, as he bowled, the ball 
disappeared underneath the end of the matting and emerged out the other 
end and hit the wicket and, blow me down, the Owen umpire gave Cliff out!

It was always fun playing at Barabba. Their cricket ground was sur
rounded by mallee in which many rabbits lived. Because rabbits were so 
common, the Barabba lads could really throw a cricket ball and some of our 
chaps always got run out at Barabba. It was always risky to bend down too 
low when fielding there because the ball was likely to hit a rabbit scratch and 
rise up and knock your teeth out.

There was always a break in the cricket for harvest and when we resumed, 
one of our chaps lined us all up and made a careful inspection of the front of 
our forearms. We were nearly all farmers and were often still greasy from 
oiling our harvesting machinery and most of us would be waiting till that 
Saturday bathnight to get really clean.
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We had a lot of fun playing cricket in our poor little association, more fun 
than the poor sods who play on far better grounds in Adelaide. If I watch 
them play on the TV, I often think what mince meat C liff Freebairn would 
have made of bowling that really does not look much better than mine.

With the exception of the school match between Merrindie and Stockport 
which I described in my schooling chapter, I had not played in a gam e of 
football before I went to Princes. Of course Bill and I used to kick a footy 
about and later, when Jim  and D oug Allen stayed with us a lot, we kicked 
the poor ball to pieces. Both Bill and I ended up being high marks and, what 
is more, we could both really grab a football. I think that this was because 
we both learnt to milk when we were six so we had strong fingers. My 
grandson C raig would have a surer marking grip of a football if only his 
father had taught him to milk. This is another example of the decadence of 
our youth.

Bert playing in the inter
collegiate match against 
Saints on the A delaide  
O val, 1929

At Princes I worked my way up through the junior grades to the seconds 
and, in 1929, ended up in the first eighteen. At that stage Princes was really 
dragging its chain, so when it seemed that we had a strong side, there was a 
feverish interest in the match. I understand that the Old Scholars were 
paying the fees of one of our best players to induce him to return to play in 
the 1929 team; we were so desperate for a win. So we went to the Adelaide 
oval that day hoping for a win at last. We were four goals down at three 
quarter time but we kicked four quick goals and were three points ahead 
with ten minutes to go. We stayed ahead too in a desperate finish, with the 
ball going up and down the ground without any more scoring. It was a 
wonderful game with none of the dreadful fighting and dirty play that spoils 
school football these days, even at Princes.

In the last term of 1929, after football was over, I dam aged the cartilage in 
my knee so my country football suffered. I played first for Tarlee and, after 
the war, for Riverton and had a lot of fun. In those days there was none of 
today’s nonsense of importing good city footballers which is spoiling the 
game in the bush, and in our day we were far too poor to afford the time to
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go into the town once a week for practice. We just played as well as we could 
and enjoyed ourselves. I used to keep myself fairly fit by skipping a lot or 
walking behind the harrows.

I remember with shame my last game for Tarlee. At the beginning of the 
football season, if there had been no good opening rains, the grounds were 
awfully hard. Tarlee were very short so Jim  Connell begged me to play. I said 
I would if I could wear sandshoes because I knew that the sprigs on my old 
boots would hurt my feet and I did not want to buy a new pair of boots just 
for one match. So I played in sandshoes. Many years later I discovered that 
the sight of their poor old father shambling around the Mintaro oval was, 
and indeed still is, a source of some embarrassment to my three sons.

However, our family has often been embarrassed at football matches. I 
remember, when Kim was playing for Port Adelaide, Lorna and I m ade one 
of our rare visits to town to see him play. Lorna is always shy and retiring at 
such times but, all the same, she just could not help letting the information 
drop that number four happened to be her son, and when he did something 
nice she would purr modestly. But when he did something bad, she would 
hear a big, coarse, loud-mouthed gentleman standing four rows back and shout 
‘Why doesn’t someone teach the big bastard to kick?’ She used to blam e me 
for Kim’s shortcomings and she may well have been right. Perhaps I was so 
busy teaching him to milk that I didn’t have time to teach him to kick. I 
notice that she seldom goes to watch Craig play. Perhaps hearing her 
grandson done over is even more embarrassing for her.

There is another considerable difference about the way we played football 
in my days; there was no time to hang around after the match, drinking and 
talking. I had to get home to milk the cows and, if the Dorsets were lambing, 
to do a quick whip around the lam bing paddock and then milk.

We made ourselves an ashphalt tennis court after the war and we had a lot 
of fun on it until Kim and D ale could easily beat Lorna and I. Then it 
suddenly became too hard on our feet.

It is with some shame that I admit that there was not much country sport 
for Lorna. She was a good netballer when I nabbed her but from then on she 
was too busy breeding, for a while anyway. I suppose I was just selfish.

Sorry mum!
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Merrindie Reminiscences 
of Lorna C. Kelly
This chapter by Lorna should be read before reading my chapter 

on Home Improvements. It was written in 1969 as a result of the promise made to 
Dale Kelly to record our reminiscences at Merrindie. The comments are becoming 

more interesting as they age.

I cam e to Merrindie School, 1930, aged 18, to housekeep (!) for my brother 
Victor, at his first school.

I must have really caused a ‘buzz’, though I was completely unaware of it.

Lorna with three boys at foot Lorna as she w as when 
I ‘court’ her
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My heart was well and truly at Stirling in the Adelaide hills. But Eton 
cropped, motor bike riding, fresh from Art School, with not the vaguest idea 
of how to housekeep, I burst on the scene.

I can’t remember just how large the school was then, but there were six 
grade 7 boys and I was supposed to teach them drawing, and all the girls 
sewing (I couldn’t sew either) and the little grade oners, reading. The big 
boys amused themselves mightily at my expense! There always seemed to be 
a Merrindie tractor working near the school, and I often seemed to be out 
there helping to torment the soil.

I arrived at Merrindie as a bride, January 1936. Boy!! — bare trampled 
dust up to the hot bleak north w all!! Two local labourers were batching in 
the back room, cooking in the kitchen and plastering the breakfast (billiard) 
room walls. The floor of this room was a rutted cement and rubble over 
which we had previously and foolishly laid a good lino. This they had taken 
up with inevitable dam age. W hat a mess the whole place was in!

The kitchen was a dream of ‘acky’ fawn and ‘icky’ reddish brown ceiling, 
upper half of the walls fawn, the rest nice serviceable brown. The floor was 
huge 6ft by 4ft slabs of dingy grey slate, uneven.

There was a wooden cupboard and open shelves against the chimney 
breast, fawn and brown, a brown cupboard, an odd timber fram e held 
about six kerosene tins gutted and on their sides to form kind of tin drawers. 
Fawn. Also a fly screened safe, brown and full of ants. The stove was at least 
forty years old and probably in its youth had been lovingly blackleaded, then 
someone had silver-frosted over it, and then over that and then gone back to 
the blacklead. These multiple coats were probably all that held it together. 
There were holes in the oven lining and controlled heat couldn’t even be

1938, facing south
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dreamed about. Also it kept insidiously creeping forward out of its niche in 
the chimney which was greasy old red brick. An old, old couch with three 
legs and piled with old newspapers was against one wall and huge table with 
about a ten inch fram e, making it impossible to sit at, even for chores, and 
covered with worn khaki and brown lino, took up most of the floor space. A 
woolpicker’s basket under the table for wood, continually spraying out earth 
and chips all over the floor. A useless yellow earthenware sink witb no outlet 
filled in the other side of the chimney breast and completed the decor.

I don’t think it had occurred to us to buy food on the way. It may have, but 
I didn’t expect to have to start in and feed two scruffy plasterers. There was a 
kerosene tin with ghastly drippy pickled eggs down the cellar and a crock 
with a pickled or pickling leg of mutton. I bad no idea just how to cook this 
wretched thing, so I baked it! But by some inspiration I had the good sense to 
wrap it in a flour and water paste and it was edible. I really don’t know how 
I managed that first week while those chaps were there. I think I must have 
been dazed.

There was a single bed in the girls’ room, ditto in the spare room and two 
stretcher things in the sleep-out. So I elected to set up the bridal chamber in 
my mother-in-law’s room. But before she left she had gathered two large 
sheaves of wheat ready for the next harvest festival and stored them in her 
room. Consequently when I opened the door, the room came alive. There 
were mice in and on everything and the mess and the smell was considerable! 
So the black iron bed with the customary nickel knobs, some loose and 
drunken, was set up in the sleep-out (no glass whatsoever and bare pine 
floor). The incredibly lumpy flock mattress was poked and pummelled into 
some sort of shape, a preview of I don’t know how many years of daily 
gymnastics.

There was a threadbare carpet in the study, miles of 28 inch carpet runner 
going the full length of front and back passage, the boards at the sides being 
varnish stained a nice dark brown to match the skirting and woodwork. I’d 
laid two 6 x 12 foot rugs on top of the greenish, brownish, yellowish lino in 
the diningroom, and every Thursday I scrubbed the kitchen slates, washed 
the breakfast room floor, blackleaded the beastly stove and the crumbling 
diningroom grate and ornate fender till every pore was black and gritty (no 
rubber gloves). Fridays I raised one hell of a dust storm with a straw broom 
on the carpets, then mopped and swabbed the wretched stuff off the dark 
floors and woodwork.

Most of the time I was filthy, and as there was only a little water in the 
underground tank (which never held more than 4 ft anyhow) we only had a 
bath Saturday nights, me first then B. When I acquired some growing things 
that needed water for survival, this ripe bath water stayed in the tub till 
morning when I bucketed it out for said purpose. Till then I used to slosh 
some of the dirtier clothes in it before pulling the plug and letting it ooze its 
way down a narrow cement drain to the front hedge.

Everything was nigh impossible to get clean, let alone keep clean. The 
laundry stank of sour milk because the walls and floor were all pitted and 
rough and the milk was spilled and splashed during the separating process.
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The cream which was kept in three or five gallon cans until collected for the 
butter factory once a week used to go bad in the heat. The blowflies used to 
get at the meat either on the w ay to or while it was hanging in the cellar and 
send that ‘up’ . The ants were ram pant in the kitchen and the safe had to 
stand in tins of kero and water to keep them out. The mice used to eat the 
covers off the jam  jars and commit hari kari in the contents also sometimes in 
the cans of cream by dropping from the cellar ceiling.

On Wednesdays, rain or shine, Aunty Flo used to toddle down from the 
White House to make the butter. Woe betide me if there wasn’t copious 
boiling water for her to scald the old wooden churn, pats and board. She 
sniffed and muttered and fussed around till I nearly went m ad, ’cos it usually 
took hours for the darn stuff to turn. When the butter did come it had to be 
put on a couple of broken meat dishes!

I thought the farm  was a mess. I knew nothing about it whatever, but I ’d 
lived with kind, crumbly, humus-rich soil in the Adelaide hills and the sight 
of sticks of baby wheat poking out of hard packed cracky soil gave me goose 
pimples. There were rabbits everywhere and we waged a perpetual w ar on 
them. They were a welcome change of diet from the ubiquitous mutton, 
that is, once I’d found out how to disguise that revolting rabbity taste. One 
day B. brought in the bloody, furry corpse of a hare and indicated he would 
like to eat it. So I consulted my cook book (compiled in G .B .) and as per 
instructions hung it in the cellar. The book said hang it for a fortnight!! In 
about two days you could smell it as you crossed the front ramp!

A sheep was killed weekly to supply the Farm , White House and us. It was 
war with the blowflies from the moment its throat was cut. My introduction 
to killing day was a whole sheep carcass thrown on the kitchen table, a 
bloody, fatty bowl full of liver and lungs and lights, a blood-stained woolly 
head and gory tools of trade. I was supposed to butcher this lot into three 
equal parts for the three houses and cook the lungs and things in a revolting 
great black pot for the dogs. At one stage B. kept drooling about the beauties 
of sheep’s-head broth, so I spent about half a day getting the wool and horns 
off the head, trying to avoid the accusing eyes. The mucus in the primary 
nasal canal that just wouldn’t rinse out nearly finished that particular labour 
of love, but the botfly larvae in the antrims was the final straw and I went 
rushing for the basin. And its awfully difficult to divide a four square animal 
into three equal parts.

Another ‘butchery’ experience was when, possibly in a fit of bravado, B. 
decided to kill a beast (something he had never done) and he chose what 
looked like a small calf for the sacrifice. The deed was done just where the 
cottage is now and the carcass hoisted into the old peppermint tree overnight. 
The Stony Ridge and House Pad were all one then, and for some reason the 
three or four house cows were running loose there. I spent the most heart
rending night in my experience. They paraded slowly around and around the 
dreadful spot, mooing, mourning and accusing with tears pouring out of 
their sad eyes.

But the next day I had no time to remember my vows of the night to 
become a vegetarian. There turned out to be about 360 lbs of beef in that so-
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Rabbits on 
Merrindie

If I see an odd rabbit when I visit the farm , I go weak at the knees. Only 
those who have been through the rabbit mangle will understand the 
earnestness with which I urge the young ones to go to endless trouble to stop 
the beggars breeding. So I think a chapter on rabbits is called for.

Bill, aged eleven
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Merrindie is about 1000 acres arable and about 1000 acres of rough hill 
country. I do not want people to think that it was ever really infested with 
rabbits for we kept them in check with endless hard work. When harvest was 
finished other lucky people would be off for holidays, but we would start on 
the rabbits. If you want a picture of what things were like, if we dropped our 
rabbit guard, read Eric Rolls’ book, They All Ran Wild. Things never got as 
bad as that with us only because we never let them.

However, it would be wrong to give the impression that keeping the rabbits 
under control was all hard work. There was a lot of fun in it also. I was given 
my first rifle, a .22 peep-sight Remington, on my ninth birthday. City people 
might think that giving a nine-year-old a real rifle was taking risks but I think 
that it is never too early to teach kids to be careful with firearms. (I wrote this 
long before silly politicians started bleating about guns.)

My brother Bill was (and is) eighteen months younger than I and we used 
to cheerfully set out on foot for the Middle Paddock, I with the rifle and Bill 
carrying the bag for the carcases. I wonder how my mother lived through the 
traum a of it all. We would go after dinner on Saturday and start for home 
when we could not see to shoot. Then, when darkness drove us home, we 
would come singing down the track, as happy as could be and were puzzled 
why poor Mother appeared so glad to see us. We never shot many rabbits but 
we had more fun than any city kids ever contemplated. When my eldest son, 
Tony, was nine he got his rifle too. I am a firm believer that this is the ideal 
age to teach sensible kids to be careful with firearms. All the same, I can 
understand my mother’s anxiety when her 7 Vs year old second boy, Bill, was 
still out hunting with me and we did not get home until well after dark.

Bill was always a better marksman than I, but it was his superiority at 
spotting rabbits that I used to find irksome. He used to have a kind of 
instinctive feeling where a rabbit was likely to be lurking. During the 
summer months, when outlying buck rabbits and also hares were likely to be 
lying flat to the ground in the shade of fence posts, Bill could spot them and 
shoot them through the head. Quite recently Bill was riding around 
Merrindie with one of the family and admitted that he would now find living 
on Merrindie much less enticing without rabbits to make life interesting. So 
although rabbits were an awful curse, they also gave us a lot of fun. They 
also encouraged us to use our imagination.

I remember how we lay in our beds on the cold verandah, trying to make 
up our young minds which favoured rabbit locality we would select for a 
hunting safari. The Kapunda range was the closest, between Kapunda and 
Tarlee, where we had seen lots of rabbits when going to Kapunda to church 
as we did sometimes. But this was rather too close to be really exciting. The 
Coorong was fairly crawling with rabbits in our minds and this was 
unknown so was more exciting. There was a third place whose name I am 
ashamed to say I forget, but we used to spend endless hours going over their 
various qualities and I am glad to say that Bill, being the younger brother, 
had a proper appreciation of his place in the scheme of things so I was always 
doing the shooting and he was carrying the carcases. Still, they didn’t seem to 
weigh much on his mind.
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called little calf. Because of the problems of keeping meat then, we shared 
our kill with the neighbours, hoping they would take a turn killing something 
other than a sheep and we would then share.

Of course it was pouring with rain in the morning. Domestic Art book in 
hand, with its oversimplified diagram  of beef joints, I back and forthed 
through the mud and slush trying to help B. get the thing cut into 
recognisable joints so that everyone could get a bit of something. Me, I would 
have settled for a nice bit of fillet. Needless to say, there didn’t seem to be any 
of that after Os Stratford (farm), Russ Wake (Peak House), Allan Day 
(Allandale), John Kelly (Hazelton) and D. L . Clarke (Mona Vale) had gone 
from the bloody pile on a bench on side verandah via the mud via the 
breakfast room to the piles of various everything that had a top in the 
kitchen. The mud, the blood and the tramped-in bits of spilt fat and meat 
were indescribable. The aftermath of what to do and how to keep what was 
left was another thing also.

Being as I am, a kind way to describe me would be as a ‘centralist’ ; I was 
always being taken aback to find I was naturally regarded as some kind of 
foreign graft on to the ‘Body Kelly’ and my status; caretaker of the Kelly 
home. I didn’t take kindly to this concept and my innovations were not 
accepted very kindly. Not that M a was unkind, she couldn’t be, but she didn’t 
know anything different, and when she visited she always put things back 
where they used to be. I never had the house completely organised, for one 
thing it was an impossible task for one woman and for another, I always at 
the drop of a hat, liked to take off on a horse around the farm . So I always 
went into a wild flap when M a was coming. Not to impress her in any way, 
but I must admit I regarded her as very elderly and I didn’t want her to feel 
she had to do things.

But she evidently suffered tortures of conscience unless she was doing 
something and always had a duster in her hand; if she wasn’t actually dusting 
she was hemming bits of rag by hand to make dusters! The floors could be 
knee-deep in dust but everything else was dusted! M a and I had periods of 
being quite close, but they were usually cancelled out by the tensions that 
W.S. and I used to generate, because her loyalties were always for and 
foremost to him. It was quite pathetic when they came back to Merrindie 
during the w ar and W.S. tried by silent pressure and coming in and sitting 
disapprovingly to alter the whole routine which was then geared to three 
small children, to his. M a understood perfectly well that it had to be so and 
was really on my side but, W.S.’s silent sitting nearly drove her up the wall.

Then of course there were the frequent W.S. visits. He was on the Tariff 
Board and living in Melbourne. He disapproved of everything, probably not 
on the farm side, but then if he did B. agreed with him and took no notice, 
but I, stupid like, used to get pretty hoppable. He had the most magnificent 
way of guarding his flanks by not directly expressing disapproval, just 
sniffing and snorting. I’ve always regretted that owing to B .’s concern I never 
staged a real confrontation. I used to feel it was the only way we could have 
come to terms, however I may have been wrong, you can’t really hit a sad 
baby, and this was his defence mechanism. All very sad!
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There was an extraordinary old lady living in Rhynie who had been left 
with the care of six or seven young children when her daughter died. The 
Aunts, or at least Aunty Amy, took care of the eldest boy, Jeff Bennett, (I’m 
not sure at what age) who went to Merrindie School then Urrbrae; worked 
on the farm and eventually joined the Air Force ground crew during the war. 
The old lady died suddenly one night and I took on his sister Rae, aged 
fourteen.

I had only just started to have Tony, so had seven or eight months to try to 
teach her to be useful, which she was, though a bit of a headache in some 
ways.

Os and Dorrie Stratford were living in the farmhouse. Os was one of a 
large family of boys plus one girl, of a battling Mallee farmer and came to the 
farm as the boy around the place. The year B. left school, George Cornish 
had been m anaging the farm since W.S. went on to the Tariff Board. Cornish 
lived in the farmhouse with his six children plus Dorrie Illman who came 
from a large family of girls plus one boy. Her mother had died and she had 
come, at the age of thirteen, to housework for Mrs Cornish.

Os and Dorrie married a year before we did and settled in the farmhouse. 
George Cornish went onto a farm of his own at Wokurna. I think we also had 
one of the Mathias boys, Peter, at that time, he slept in one of the two men’s 
rooms in the barn and Dorrie looked after him. The other room was for the 
shearers. They would move in when we started shearing. They went home 
weekends and always stayed put if it became wet, kicking their heels and 
eating like horses. Dorrie gave them their main meals and I provided the 
twice daily smoke-o’s. By the end of three weeks I made the lunch cakes less 
and less attractive, nasty type that I was, also portioning it out instead of 
taking great heaps of it down and hoping that one morning B. would come 
home and say that there was enough left for afternoon.

Rabbits were an absolute curse and we waged w ar with gas and digging 
out burrows, with periodic ripping up the old warrens that could be reached. 
We also became very conscious of soil erosion and not before time. I think the 
first contour banks in South Australia were laid out by B. and me with some 
primitive kind of fram e level thing which I swung or held with some 
difficulty for I was ‘great’ with Tony. They were laid out on the Hazelton side 
of the Peake, which then went to the Hazelton boundary.

Foxes made me mad and some years they played havoc with the first 
Dorset lambs. Finding the lambs in the morning running around with half 
their faces eaten off wasn’t funny.

I have always slept pretty lightly and being in the sleep-out with no 
windows, foxes yapping woke me and I got in to such a tizz I’d grab a rifle 
and rush up the Stony Ridge in my nightie, shouting and firing into the 
air.

We got 32 volt light from an old small Delco engine which was driven with 
petrol until the war, then ran just as well on kerosene. Its put-putting and the 
windmills squealing and clunking were our nightly background noises and 
later we put up a small windlight and it was rather nice to think we were 
making some use of what was quite often a ghastly wind. I always ironed
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madly when there was a good wind, otherwise I had to start up the old Delco 
and naturally at such times there was never any fuel in it or in the can.

The electric iron w as rarely used before we got the windlight. There were 
three Mrs Potts irons and a box iron. There had to be a pretty substantial fire 
going to keep the Mrs Potts hot, and the stove used to get so smutty, and the 
irons were so heavy that I tried to get used to the box iron which was a kind 
of boat shaped cast iron box, with a shiny (if you were lucky) bottom, 
airholes along the bottom, a slot at the blunt end of same which could be 
closed with a flap. A hinged lid with handle attached opened up to put in a 
heap of live coals. These you blew at until red in the face, or you swung the 
whole contraption madly round and round windmill fashion until the coals 
glowed and the bottom sizzled when you spat on it. Then you started 
frantically ironing father’s best shirt before the heat went. My problem was 
that I was used to an electric iron that you upended when you wanted to shift 
the garment, and that ingenious slot in the blunt end just shot the live coals 
on to whatever I was ironing whenever I absentmindedly did this. And the 
wretched thing was at least eight inches high from the table to the top of the 
handle.

There was no door from kitchen to laundry then, and as I had learned very 
early to be most meticulous with the cleaning and scalding of that beast of a 
separator, the daily sprint from kitchen to laundry with a large kettle of 
boiling water for the scalding process must have kept me reasonably fit albeit 
a rather hazardous exercise.

The laundry was a rather dreary hole, there was only a small window 
about 2 ' 6" by 2 ' and its construction was such that the inside glass and fixed 
flywire couldn’t be cleaned without unscrewing the flywire, so it didn’t get 
cleaned that often and so didn’t let in much light. There was no ceiling and 
the steam from the copper used to condense on the bare corrugated iron roof 
which was encrusted with smoke from copper fire and sundry rust patches. 
By bitter experience I learned not to leave a basket of clean, ready-to-hang- 
out clothes waiting while I rushed off to answer the phone, or something, 
because the drips from the roof used to be permanent unless washed out at 
once, and I never relished doing it all again.

This may sound rather a dreary chronicle, but everything was such a 
challenge and when you are young you thrive on this, providing there are no 
overbearing problems of health and finance. We had no money of course. I 
think the farm was carrying an overdraft even before it had to carry the 
purchase of Bill’s Kangaroo Island farm. And W.S. was taking a fair whack 
out. So we were living on £3/10/-, the same wage that Os Stratford was 
getting.

We never ever bought things we couldn’t pay for, and if you couldn’t pay 
for them you did without them, or improvised and took a great deal of pride 
in so doing. Not that I didn’t wish I had a refrigerator, a super vacuum 
cleaner or washing machine or even a workable handwringer, a team of 
house painters, about three acres of easy-to-clean floor covering, efficient 
stove, hot water, etc. etc. I did get very frustrated about it at times, but the 
secret is that there was just no time to fret. And what one did for long
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hours was so essentially physical that you were mostly too gloriously tired to 
worry. Of course we were a bit ‘ga-ga’ about each other — that helped.

I am trying to confine myself to happenings in and around the house, 
because of the changes that are taking place there now. But I tend to wander.

We distinguished ourselves by winning the 1936-37 All Australian Fat 
Lam b Carcass Competition, and apart from the natural pride in this feat, 
there was an initial excitement about all that money (whatever it w as). This 
was followed with consternation to think we had to spend it all on an 
inscribed trophy. We managed to talk our way into the trophy costing less 
than a prescribed amount. Rose bowls and silver cups were ‘out’ and we 
decided to get a silver tea service for the trophy. I didn’t really want a silver 
tea service, but we started off having a lot of fun telling some of Adelaide’s 
best jewellers that their stuff wasn’t good enough for us. But this soon palled 
and we ended up getting a pretty mediocre set. But we got a radio with the 
rest of the money! And did we listen to ‘D ad and Dave’ !

By 1938 I must have had a fat lam b complex and produced one of our 
own, all 10 lb 3 ozs of Robert Anthony. I do not recommend this sort of 
carry-on to anyone. But because of the imminence of this world shattering 
event we had decided to turn the spare room into a nursery.

I had lots of bright ideas about it of course and because it was a fairly dark 
room I wanted pale yellow painted walls and white woodwork. Old Mr 
Colmer who agreed to do the job was the local undertaker, also a misogynist 
or nearly so and he was thunderstruck when I and not B. told him what I 
wanted. He didn’t think paint instead of wallpaper should go on inside walls, 
and as for white paint on the woodwork! He worked a swifty and did it what 
he called ‘cream ’ but it soon became a dirty pale fawn. However it was fresh 
and considerably brighter.

When Tony (R.A.) was at the crawling stage it was ghastly having him 
crawling over the slate slabs in the kitchen, the grey used to rub off all over 
him. So we bought some very expensive green paving paint for the floor. We 
had already painted the walls green, and I think I might have gotten a new 
stove about this time as the old one had just about crept right into the 
kitchen; and joy, it was a green and white enamel, no more beastly 
blacklead. While they were building the new stove in I got them to smooth 
plaster over the gloomy blackened brick cavern it lived in, then painted that 
with a shiny green enamel. We never really got the floor painted as the slate 
sopped up the paint so thirstily, that we compromised with a green and grey 
chequerboard effect.

The next project was a multiple purpose brainwave of mine. The steep 
cellar steps came up into the breakfast room and had a sort of picket fence 
and gate across the opening to stop people pitching into it. Apart from having 
to sit through every meal in the cold weather covered in goose pimples 
because of the draught from the cellar, the flies always lurked around 
the door at the bottom of the steps, and because everything perishable was 
kept down there and there was continual traffic in and out, some of these 
nasty critters always got in and got at the meat. Also there was only a small 
screened hole in the otherwise solid door and there was insufficient draught
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The w orkm an’s room and tool shed attached to the old barn at the farm

in humid weather and then things got all mouldy. Apart from this I now 
expected at any time to have to pick up a pulped baby from the bottom step. 
So, Mr Colmer was called in once more. After some initial antagonism he 
became quite enthusiastic and the whole orifice was enclosed with the door 
at the top of the stairs with the knob too high for children and the rest of the 
space comprised a draught cupboard with slatted shelves and draught pipe 
going right up through the roof. The flies came down the pipe but we soon 
screened that and the whole thing was a great success and saved my poor old 
legs considerably, but the best part of all was I had Mr Colmer eating out of 
my hand from then on.

About this stage young Rae Bennet who had become very friendly with the 
younger Battley girls decided she wanted to go and work for their older sister 
who had married Lawrence Hannaford. She was giving me a few headaches 
and was becoming pretty pert and restive and so she went. Though she got 
into trouble soon after and I took her back for a while until an aunt found a 
place for her.

Then of course the w ar cam e and Kim was coming also. Tony’s bulk and 
prolonged entry into the world hadn’t really improved my health and I had 
to get some help once Rae left. This was an English girl about eighteen called 
May. And she was just quite m ad. I think she lasted until Kim was about four 
months old. Then Os Stratford joined the Army, and Dorrie who had lived 
on the place since she was thirteen, didn’t want to leave, so she and Eric 
(who was just a fortnight younger than Tony) came up to live with us. They 
had what had been our dressing room cum girls’ room cum G randpa 
Dawson’s room and was the office when we left. We dressed in the back room 
and still slept in the sleep-out.
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I got a little ahead of myself then. When May left, rather abruptly, one of 
Os Stratford’s nieces, fourteen-year-old Dorothy came to fill the breach — 
she was awfully good and a very nice girl. She was bedded down in the back 
room. Then when Dorrie came I hoped they would be able to do the bulk of 
the inside work so that I could do more outside, because B. was under 
pressure somewhat, Os had left for the army and his young brother took his 
place. Then Jeff Bennet went into the air force. Bill Kelly was also in the 
army and Marj needed some assistance on K .I. and B. had to go there 
sometimes. But young Dorothy couldn’t get on with Aunty Dorrie and I 
often used to come in to find her in tears, so she had to go, because we’d 
promised Os we would look after Dorrie and Eric.

W.S. and M a left for England about this time. Win also for the Middle 
East and my brother the same destination.

Just before the w ar started we had roughly levelled the place for a tennis 
court. It had plenty of time to consolidate before it was eventually made! All 
improvements or construction came to a full stop and we concentrated on 
producing food etc. The etc. being the growing of mustard, there being a 
shortage of same. I don’t remember stopping to think that this was so 
probably because they were madly making mustard gas. The name Colmans 
meant the old yellow tin in the kitchen. Anyhow we grew it on some sort of 
contract with Colmans and I only mention it here because it was sown in the 
Jurby, which then went from the White House fence to Middle pad  fence 
(which was then down the Mid Pad creek), North Pad fence to Sulby fence. 
Jurby Hill was all part of Jurby Pad. I think we had 120 acres odd of 
mustard. But the notable thing was that because of the pressure, and 
weather etc. it was sown at night; and tractor lights were pretty feeble then. 
I don’t think the tractor stopped for one whole week, not only sowing the 
mustard of course. Being strict Sabbath observers at that time they started 
the tractor going at midnight on the Sunday and knocked off midnight 
Saturday.

My stove did likewise. I never knew what meal it was I was getting and 
when B. was on night shift, I remember plodding out at ungodly hours of the 
night with a sugar bag over my shoulder with tins of hot scones and bottles of 
hot tea in it. No thermos so had to take it out while the tea was hot. Used to 
w rap the bottle in layers of newspapers, even used to hot up the wrapped 
bottles in the oven to try to keep the tea hot until I’d found the tractor.

We ended up even reaping the mustard at night, because the pods used to 
shatter at a touch in the heat of the day and the seeds would fly everywhere 
but into the header.

Os Stratford was killed in 1941. Aunty Amy died of meningitis just a few 
weeks before Rog was born in 1942. W.S. and M a returned from UK under 
pressure from B. who wanted to join the air force. My brother and Win 
returned from the Middle East and the house seemed to be bursting with 
people when I brought Rog home from the hospital, and so it was almost 
inevitable that tensions began to form.

W.S. wanted to take over the whole show and told B. I ought to take the 
children to Adelaide. I was mighty hot under the collar, because I thought
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W.S. and M a should have gone to the White House with Aunty Flo who was 
rattling around there on her own. I also felt I had been thrown to the lions 
with B. going off to save the world in his bright new uniform.

Joy Spry was trying to run ‘Letts’, Gawler River, with Frank in the air 
force and her two small boys and she rang me in great distress one night 
because she had had such trouble with a woman she bad as a companion. So 
I announced then and there that I was going to take the children and go and 
live with Joy. Dorrie then said she wouldn’t stay at Merrindie when I went. 
So the farm was left with Aunty Flo alone in the White House — M a and 
W.S. at Merrindie and Les and Vi Stratford at the farm.

B. and I took the boys (Roger in the hat box) in the dray with old Smokey 
around to see all our old mates before we left. B. spent five glorious weeks in 
the air force before W.S. and the powers-that-be pulled him out, so that W.S. 
could go to Canberra to the Prices Commission. I would not go back to 
Merrindie until Joy was more comfortably fixed — until W.S. and M a had 
actually left. So B. had to be the ‘boy’ around the place for a while. It was all 
a little torrid.

In 1944 we had a very bad  drought. A.R. (my father) had been very ill 
with pneumonia after a gall bladder operation and Gran (my mother) 
seemed to be in a very fuddled state. Aunty Flo was just too difficult for 
words and nobody could live with her. So we organised Flo into the flat 
where my parents were living and they came to the White House. We also 
had two Italian POW’s living in the man’s room in the stables at that time.

The first job we had done around the house after the w ar was installing 
‘Andy’ (the stove) with hot water running from him. Knocking a door into 
the laundry and setting up the kitchen sink and cupboards. Then we erected 
the squatters’ tanks and directed some of the water from the roof into it.

It was so hard to get materials of any kind and this squatter’s tank was just 
a series of steel plates bolted together to sit on a bed of clay which was 
supposed to be impervious. I watched with delighted anxiety as the water 
slowly crept up to nearly three-quarters of the tank. Then one day the 
bottom blew out and it all went down to the embryo tennis court!! We 
eventually put a cement bottom in it. This of course was an excuse to extend 
the garden. I really did have to ‘buck’ the most frustrating passive resistance 
from B. whenever I got these improvement urges. The resistance always 
followed the sam e pattern. Initially, it was hair-brained, then not practical, 
then it was going to cost too much or going to be ghastly when done, then it 
was left to hinge on either the winning of a bet, or left as a challenge. So 
things changed but slowly. Though after the w ar others seemed to change 
more rapidly. I no longer cleaned and packed and sold eggs, or cans of cream, 
or butter, even gave up separating and washing that ghastly machine, just 
used to set the milk in pans for household cream and butter. Tony took over 
the egg business. I also had my mother’s old washing machine and vacuum 
cleaner converted to 32 volt.

1952-1953 we got Paul and Delia Chapm an out from England and built 
the cottage for them; though they arrived some months before it was finished 
and had to live in the study and spare room with their Roger who was about
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a year old. We had the bathroom tiled and floored and bath built in and 
toilet installed while the cottage builders were there.

About the mid-fifties, the old shower room was smartened up, refloored 
and a wash basin put in and a doorway made into the back room which had 
built-in robes and dresser and drawers for the boys’ dressing room. The 
breakfast room was extended and refloored to make the billiard room. The 
sitting room fireplace rebuilt, the sleep-out half glassed. Back porch, 
woodbox and laundry remade and ‘Andy’s’ alcove was tiled. And plus mains 
power and a large cement squatter’s tank. This is about how I left the place 
in 1965.
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Merrindie House 
Improvements

I know that Mother was a lovely person but why she put up with the 
unnecessary hardships that she suffered I just cannot understand. I know that 
we were poor but we weren’t penniless. We were poor while Win was 
boarding at M LC  and when Bill and I were boarding at Princes, and we 
must have been a drain on the family’s finances. I know too that Father built 
the two new rooms on the eastern end of the house, but having said all that, 
just consider what Mother must have gone through during the late 1920s.

The buggy shed or stable built by M r Cairns o f Riverton 
(the fath er o f Sir Hugh Cairns, the fam ou s brain surgeon)
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Merrindie homestead was built on the top of a hill and you can look across 
the Gilbert Valley to Kapunda Hills and it is a view that I cherish dearly, but 
its location made it difficult to supply water to the house and for the garden. 
We had an underground tank which caught the water from most of the house 
roof but not all of it; what fell on the back verandah just went into a tub 
located underneath the downpipe from the verandah roof. If Mother was 
really fast on her feet while it was raining, she could bale the water out with 
a bucket and put the precious stuff on her precious few plants. There was no 
back garden and none on the northern side of the house, there were some 
brave fuchsias along the side verandah and Marion says that there was some 
scented verbena but there was very little else. So water really was precious.

When Lorna took over in 1936, she had one look at the back verandah 
arrangements and before I knew what had happened, there was a small 
extension to the verandah downpipe so that the water ran into the under
ground tank and not into the tub. You really did not need an engineering 
degree to make such a simple and cheap alteration.

However, the addition of this extra water did not do much to solve our 
water problems because the underground tank leaked its water away when it 
was four feet deep. So the very sensible instructions were issued to stop it 
leaking and this meant emptying the tank and then getting a real tradesman 
to do some plastering. We had to wait around for a rain before we could have 
a bath but it was worth it. There were no kids at that stage.

The water from the front and south verandahs did not go into the 
underground tank but into three small tanks and the water from these was 
bucketed onto the garden. When the squatter’s tank was built years later we 
downpiped this water into it but I know that if I had not been so lousy or 
lazy, I could have piped it around to the underground, using a little ingenuity 
and money. However, I was not used to making decisions of that kind. I was 
good at making decisions to save money but not spending it.

However, the most obvious water improvement was using the water from 
the two big galvanised tanks, which caught the water from the stable roof. 
The stable is a beautiful stone building, with a horse stable, cow shed, grain 
room, a buggy shed (later car) and a man’s room. It was built before I can 
remember by a Riverton builder called Cairns, the father of Sir Hugh 
Cairns, who won a Rhodes Scholarship and became a famous British 
brain surgeon. The water from this big building just sat there in the two big 
tanks until the word went out from the new management that we only had to 
connect them to the windmill by the underground tank with about fifty 
yards of two inch pipe and we would just about double our water supply. I 
just cannot understand why I did not think of it myself.

The water from the underground and (later) the stable tanks was lifted 
into a 1000 gallon tank on a fifteen foot timber stand from where it was 
gravitated to the wash-house, to a tap without a sink in the kitchen, to a cold 
shower over a concrete bath in the present shower room and (the supreme 
luxury) to the W C system in the dunny away down the back. There was also 
a tap in the garden but we were not encouraged to use this. The windmill 
was a small Metters which moaned piteously unless it was pum ping really
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fast. I suppose that this was because I was too lazy to oil it properly. Every 
now and again we would get a windless period and run out of water.

Lorna was getting more steam up as she became more successful and as we 
got more money. Because we had stopped the underground tank from leaking 
and as we had an increased supply of water by adding the stable tanks, the 
underground tank overflowed and ran away down the paddock where 
everyone could see it. This saddened the lady of the house so we bought a 
10000 gallon squatter’s tank and erected it south of the house to catch the 
verandah water and the excess from the underground, via the overhead tank.

I was quietly confident that no reasonable person could possibly need any 
more water now; we had enough for showers almost every day, and enough 
for a garden.too, if you bucketed out the bath water after Saturday’s weekly 
soak. But the extra water for the garden encouraged the need for a bigger 
garden which needed even more water. Then my parents came back from 
Canberra to live at the White House and Father wanted more water for his 
garden. So we erected another squatter’s tank at the White House and put a 
twelve foot Metters mills at the House Paddock dam which must have been a 
half mile from the White House and about 500 feet lower down. The water 
was carried in a half inch plastic pipe which went past our house on its way 
to the White House. So we had a kind of running w ar between Lorna and 
W.S. as to who should get the most water, Lorna as it came past us or W.S. 
when it reached the White House. W.S. laboured under two disadvantages in 
the contest. Lorna had first go at the water as it went past her on its way to 
the White House and she had plenty of pressure from the tank way up at the 
White House, but W.S. had little pressure as his tank was on ground level. 
Both contestants appealed to what they called ‘my natural instincts’ but I 
used to blame the wind.

Next we had the trouble I mentioned in the soil conservation chapter; we 
did not get enough run-off to put enough water in the dam so that the mill 
could pum p enough water for the gardens. So we had to sink a bore by the 
dam and erect yet another mill to pum p water from the bore to the dam so 
that the dam mill could pum p water endlessly to the White House, via 
Merrindie. Then, later, when power was connected, Kim put an electric 
pum p on the bore so that could carry on the good work. I think that everyone 
is now satisfied but I am uncertain because I had to get away from it all to 
govern the country.

While the dam water cam paign was proceeding, we decided that we 
needed an implement shed at Merrindie and not at the farm this time where 
all the other sheds were. The boys and I were discussing this in a desultory 
manner, with Lorna only half listening, when suddenly her eyes lit up 
because she realised that if it was built close enough to the house, then the 
water from it could then be downpiped into the underground tank. So this is 
what happened and we had even more water in the underground and the 
poor little windmill w as soon busily transferring water from one tank to the 
other, protesting mournfully the while.

Then we built the cottage. It had a tank of its own but when it 
overflowed, it did it publicly so we had to build a large concrete tank into
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which water was propelled from all directions by the frenzied little wind
mill. When I left the place, I used to feel like a pipe organist must feel, 
turning things on and off frantically. Kim has taken pity on the little mill and 
has replaced it with an electric pump.

Saving water is an obsession with Lorna. Government’s should put her in 
charge of irrigation schemes. When we used to drive to Adelaide, at 
Elizabeth we could see the water being carelessly wasted on city lawns and I 
would hear Lorna’s teeth start to grind. And if you come to our Burnside 
residence on a rainy day, you will find a series of cunningly located little 
dams to divert the water from our front roof on to the garden, to save it from 
running to waste down the concrete drive and out to the street.

You will probably think that I am clay in my lady’s hands and you m ay be 
right. However, things have not been as simple as they may seem as this story 
illustrates. We had a twenty foot length of very heavy railway line with 
which we knocked down straw for thatching hay stacks etc., and also, I am 
ashamed to say, for sometimes breaking a track through thick saffron thistle 
patches so that sheep could get through comfortably. It was not just ordinary 
railway line; it was really heavy stuff. We must have left it where Lorna 
could see it and she said that she would like to make a border for the back 
garden. I suppose I wanted to demonstrate to my sons that I was indeed head 
of the house so foolishly said that she could have it if she could shift it. My 
sons loyally sniggered and we went out to do real men’s work.

I should have known better. When we came home, there was that twenty 
feet of heavy railway line lying docilely as a border in the back garden. When 
I went inside, there was a glint in the lady’s eye which told me that it would 
be wise to leave it there. My humble entreaties as to how she had done it all 
alone uncovered an interesting story. She had dug a hole under one end of the 
rail, put a small car jack in the hole and so raised that end a little. Then she 
put some timber blocks under that end and raised the rail higher and so on 
and on until she had it high enough to put an empty petrol drum 
underneath. Then she rolled everything forward until she could get another 
drum under the other end. Then she got the wretched thing over the fence in 
some miraculous way, then rolled it along the back path and she pushed it off 
the drums, exactly where she wanted it.

Well, you try telling a lady like that that something she wants to do is 
impossible. You can successfully plead poverty as I have done, but never 
impractibility.
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Soil Conservation 
on Merrindie

My diary of 27 July 1987 tells how I tried to make Bob Herriot write down 
his experiences when he started the soil conservation service in this State in 
1938, or thereabouts. He refused to do it, so I decided that I should do my 
side of it anyway. So I asked Kim to bring down my farm diary so that I could 
use it as a point of reference. However, I have been appalled at the paucity of 
the information that my diary contains as I almost always am when I go 
hopefully to it. One of the volumes of my diary contains a poignant comment 
by Arthur Koestler about the way diaries seem to omit the really important 
matters.

4

I!

View from  the hom estead looking 
tow ards the fa rm , showing one o f the 
early contour banks in the foreground.
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Well, my farm  diary has only one virtue and that is that it was written at 
all. I will have to dredge through the past that is already getting misty with 
age. W hat I write will be written as part of Merrindie history and so will 
contain the names of the various paddocks which will be of no interest to 
anyone outside the family.

When I left school at the end of 1929, my father was a member of the 
Tariff Board and lived in Melbourne. I worked under a manager, George 
Cornish, for several tough years. They were tough because we were right in 
the middle of a real depression, not because George made things tough for 
me. They were tough for everyone.

I am sure that the absolute necessity of being stingy with money that those 
days taught me, has stayed with me for too long; but we had to work hard 
and we thought we had to make our land work hard also.

The Scullin government urged us to grow more wheat in 1930 and this we 
did, and the more wheat we grew, the lower fell the price, so we grew even 
more. At that stage we were working Merrindie with a team of twelve horses 
and one tractor, an old Fordson which we only used for rush times. Then we 
changed to a two ton Holt tractor, but we still used the horses for most of our 
farm work.

There were three of us working the place (sometimes four) of 2 200 acres, 
about half arable and the rest rough hilly country. We cropped our arable 
land on a fallow, wheat, barley or oats rotation. Looking back on things 
now, it is easy to see that the fallow was at the root of our soil conservation 
problem but a good fallow was, in those days, thought to be essential for 
having a good wheat crop and our financial future depended, we thought, 
on having such crops. So good fallows were a measure of the quality of good 
farmers. We had fallow competitions and often the crop grown on the best 
fallow would bob up the next year in the wheat crop competitions that 
dominated our lives in those days.

One day in 1937 my father came on one of his visits from Melbourne and I 
remember clearly how disappointed he was to find so may gutters in the 
Peake. For the benefit of strangers, the paddocks on Merrindie were mostly 
named after places on the Isle Of Man from whence we came. The Peake is 
now the Iron Knob, W hyalla, Contours and the Peake.

There are several different soil types and different land gradients on those 
paddocks as we know now but we didn’t know then, or if we did know, we 
did not let it interfere with our determination to treat all the paddocks and all 
the soil types as one, all beautifully fallowed during the summer, all worked 
down nice and fine and harrowed mercilessly after every shower of rain in 
order to conserve the moisture.

Well, as my father and I were wandering over the Peake he castigated me 
about the gutters which were making great marks on the hillsides. ‘You must 
do something about this, Bert’ , he said in the wise way that fathers have. I 
replied that we had indeed done something about them, we had ploughed 
them in several times, but they seemed to keep on opening up after every 
good rain. We had indeed tried ploughing the gutters in. You try doing this 
with a team of horses and you will find that it is not a procedure that slips the

112



mind. But the gutters were only the symptoms of the problems, not its cause.
At this time there was a great deal of interest in the soil erosion question, 

particularly in USA. Books like The Rape of the Earth  were in great demand 
and even in South Australia there was an uneasy feeling that we had an 
impending problem looming. Charlie Butler, who wrote under the name 
‘Yattalunga’ in the Adelaide Chronicle and Strempel, the editor of the Stock 
Journal, both gave us general warnings, but no solutions.

Anyhow, my father said that he had heard of some work being done in 
NSW  on soil erosion and he thought that there was a pamphlet written by a 
NSW  Department of Agriculture officer called Clayton, which should be 
obtained.

He then went back to Melbourne to face the problems even bigger than soil 
erosion. After all, he had the frightening responsibility of deciding what 
should be the level of tariff protection with thousands of people humping 
their swags around Australia looking for work, which was a way we had in 
those days when we did not rely on the government for almost everything.

Having received my father’s instructions, I set about running down the 
Clayton pamphlet and eventually found it in the Bank of NSW. I read it 
carefully, learning about contour banks that were designed to lead the 
rainfall off around the hillsides instead of down them, so making the gutters 
which were the symptom of our trouble. I learnt too that I had to make an A 
frame about four feet high and exactly 200 inches from the bottom of one leg 
to the bottom of the other. Then I had to cut exactly two inches off the 
bottom of one leg which I then had to paint white so I would not get 
confused. Then I had to clamp a spirit level to the cross piece of the A fram e 
so that when the spirit level showed level, there would be a fall of two inches 
in 200 inches, or one in a hundred, between the ground level of the two legs.

It was not until March 1938 that we were able to make a start using the 
level. By that time Lorna was great with child, her first, so when I took her 
to help me, we had to go in the sulky in case there was a sudden alarm . We 
went to what is now the steep part of the Iron Knob because here were the 
biggest gutters. Then we re-read the pamphlet again, adjusted the 
level so that the bubble was in the centre of the spirit level, marked the 
location of the white leg and then shifted the level around until we found it 
was level again, marked the location of the white leg and so on, and on. It 
did not take us long to find that by some almost magical manner, the A frame 
was leading us around the hillside and not down it. We should have realised 
this of course before we started, but I am not very bright, and Lorna at that 
stage had not been married to me long enough to find this out.

Led by the level, we eventually arrived at the edge of the cultivated 
country which unfortunately was marked by a creek which we thought 
would be an ideal location for the end of the bank. This gave us trouble later, 
as those of you who know all about it now will realise. Then we went back 
and marked out another bank lower down. Again the level led us sternly 
along and we found that the two contour levels got closer together as the 
slopes got steeper and were further apart as the slopes became more gentle. 
Again, we should have known that this would happen.
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Having laid out the two banks, Lorna went to the hospital to produce our 
first son, and Os Stratford and I hitched the two ton Holt tractor on to a 
three-furrow fixed disc plough and drove as fast as we could along the 
marked out contour banks. The idea was to throw the dirt into the centre 
from both sides, so forming the bank.

It is easy now to look back and see all the things we did wrong. Today we 
would alter the gradient of the bank as we went along it, flatter at the 
beginning and a bit steeper further along, and of course we had trouble at 
the outfall of the banks, where the water delivered into the creeks; we had 
trouble too with the black soil which cracked during the summer and often 
let the water through if we had a sudden storm. And we didn’t know what 
shape to make the banks, whether to make them so we could cross when 
reaping and so on. We had enough sense to realise that we should not cross 
them when cultivating because each cultivation mark is a little contour bank 
in its own right if the cultivation is kept parallel to the banks. We must have 
made all the mistakes there were to make. I remember one of the 
visiting Roseworthy College students saying after a visit to Merrindie that 
Bert Kelly was the first South Australian to make gutters around the hillsides 
instead of down them. He was right, of course, but at least we made a start.

Our agricultural adviser at this time was Os Bowden, and he took an 
interest in what we were doing, but he didn’t know any more than we did. 
Then one day I went to see our Director of Agriculture, Bill Spafford, and 
told him what we were trying to do and nervously suggested that perhaps he 
might care to come up and have a look at what we had done wrong and 
right. He was a top class officer and he quickly realised that at least here was 
a group who were actually trying to do something about a problem that 
almost everyone was talking about. So we arranged a field day and so the soil 
conservation service was born.

I cannot remember what happened first, whether we formed a soil 
conservation branch and who led a first class soil service, and most of the 
uncertain about the order of precedence as far as time went, but there is no 
doubt in my mind that the most important thing that happened was 
appointing Bob Herriot as the soil conservator. I will not write much more 
about his work because I hope that I will be able to persuade him to do it 
himself, not for himself but for those who have followed in his steps. It was 
Herriot who, with the encouragement of George Jenkins, the then Minister 
of Agriculture, drew up our Soil Conservation Act, who formed the soil 
conservation branch and who led a first class soil service. And most of the 
changes in the way I tackled soil conservation on Merrindie sprang from the 
proddings that Herriot continually gave me.

I now return to Merrindie. I had enough sense to realise, or Herriot made 
me realise, that the construction of the contour banks was only the first step 
along the road of restoring the structure of our soils so that it would absorb 
the rain instead of shedding it. Until recently I used to say that our soil had 
lost its structure because we had cropped it too much, and so had left it with 
too few nutrients. A few years ago I was admonishing some bright young 
farmers that they were cropping their land on too close rotations and that, if
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they continued so doing, they would have the same kind of soil erosion 
problem as I had years ago. Their reply was that it was not too much 
cropping that had destroyed the fertility of my farm but it was too much 
cultivation that had destroyed its structure. I guess they are right too.

Anyhow, the next part of the cure was to restore the fertility or the soil 
structure of the land between the contour banks and this became more 
practical each passing year. First, times were improving steadily so we were 
not so desperately poor as we were. Secondly, sheep were becoming more 
profitable at the expense of wheat, and other crops such as peas gave us a 
wider rotation though of course we had not even heard of the changes in 
grain legume growing that the use of chemical weedicides has now made 
profitable. And because we were not as poor as we used to be we could afford 
to use more super and so encourage the establishment of annual clovers and 
enable us to keep more sheep and do even less wheat growing. Then came 
our ability to use chemicals to keep lucerne flea and red mite in check which 
helped our fertility and soil structure again. Then again when Kim started to 
run the place he used far heavier clover seed sowing rates than my lousy 
attitude would allow. I remember how horrified I was when I found that he 
was sowing 10 lbs of sub clover seed per acre instead of my regulation 2 lbs.

We had a wheat marketing system then that discouraged us from growing 
wheat after the w ar when the world needed it desperately, so I obeyed the 
market signals instead of the pleas of patriotism, and as we grew less wheat, 
our soil structure improved. Our contour banks are not really much use these 
days but I hope they will be left there to remind my progeny that the land has 
to be loved or it goes lousy.

There is a lot of loose talk about the virtues of trees to control soil erosion. 
By the time I had left school my father had ringed most of the trees in the 
1000 acres of rough hills on Merrindie. There were three tree varieties, she- 
oaks, peppermint gums and SA blue gums. Because the she-oaks are short 
lived and because the seedlings are greedily eaten by stock, there were few 
left to be killed. But there were a lot of the two gum varieties and he had 
killed most of these by ringbarking. The peppermints were deep rung but the 
blue gums were killed by removing their outer bark. It must have been a 
laborious task, you try deep ringing an old peppermint and you will see what 
I mean. By the time I got home from school most of the hard work was done 
and the bare limbs of the dead trees were pointing accusingly at the sky and 
all my female relatives from the city came to mourn.

However, we have found that there is far less water erosion on the hills 
that have been rung than where the trees were left. If you go around 
Merrindie now you will notice that all the dams in the hill paddocks are 
empty and that is because the top-dressed pasture that grows under the dead 
trees absorbs the rain where it falls but the bare ground underneath trees 
runs the water off. So the dam s in the hills on which we used to depend for 
stock water are now useless and have bores alongside them from which water 
used to be pumped into the dams. It is not now because the mills gave too 
much trouble. But the plain fact is that killing the trees has helped us 
conserve our soil.
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If you doubt this, drive along the ridge of the Tank Paddock until you can 
look down on the two dams on the western boundary and if you sit still long 
enough you will notice that both dams are empty as they almost always are. 
You will notice too that the top dam is designed to catch the run-off from the 
steep slope of the Tank Paddock from which every tree had been removed by 
ringing. Then you will notice that the lower dam , the one in the Iron Knob, 
just below the dam in the Tank Paddock, has delivering into it the water 
from two contour banks in the Iron Knob. There was only one dam there in 
1938.

Well, this is what happened. After we made our first contour banks in the 
Iron Knob in 1938 ,1 noticed that the dam was often overflowing, and as we

One dam  above the other, both dry

wanted more water there, I decided to make another dam just above the first 
one, the lower one. I thought that the water must be coming from the steep 
treeless hillside of the Tank Paddock, as any sensible person would think. So I 
made a new dam just above the old dam and ran the division fence between 
the two paddocks along the bank of the top dam . Then I waited for both 
dams to fill. After the first big rain I was out like a shot and was mortified to 
find the top dam  empty and the bottom dam nearly full. I sat still for a long 
while and thought. I said before that my mental processes are rather slow, 
but I eventually puzzled it out. The top dam , the one that was supposed to 
fill from the run-off from the treeless steep hillside, had caught no water, but 
the lower dam , the old one, that was fed by the two contour banks in the 
Iron Knob, was nearly full. Yet the two contour banks were only small ones, I 
suppose they only were constructed to control about eight acres of cultivated 
land. However, that cultivated land had been punished by the bad farming 
that made the banks necessary. Because that country was worked out, or 
cultivated out, it shed its water which, because of the banks, ended up in the 
dam. Now because the eight acres in the Knob are now under tender loving 
care, no water runs into the lower dam , nor into the upper dam either. If 
only I could learn to stop and think before I charge around I would do much 
better, or so Herriot used to say.

16 August, 1987: I sent the above around to Bob Herriot in the hope of 
persuading him to tell his part in the conservation story which was far bigger 
than mine. However, he will not do it but he corrected two mistakes in my 
story. The first was that he was not appointed as soil conservator until early 
1941. The second was that the original Soil Conservation Act was enacted 
some years before he was appointed but it was the amendments to that Act in 
the 1940s in which he had such an important part.
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Water Problems 
on Merrindie

With Merrindie’s annual rainfall of about twenty inches and with enough 
hills to run the water off and with plenty of good holding soil, it seems 
strange that we were always struggling against a  water shortage. There were 
two reasons for this. One is that our stocking rate has gone up but it is mainly 
because our improved farm ing methods that have m ade our soils more 
rainfall retentive so that less water runs off into our dams. I dealt with this in 
the soil conservation chapter.

The M iddle Paddock dam  with a bore and broken down windmill 
and concrete tank. This dam  has a bank with a  stone face  which 
shows that it w as built by Anstey an d  Giles in the 1860s. M y father  
told m e that it usually contained w ater until he rung the trees in the 

1920s. Since then it has been useless.

i
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When I left school at the end of 1929, Merrindie was watered by a well at 
the farm  and another in the creek in the Jurby, by a series of about fourteen 
dams of assorted sizes, and by a trough in the Alma Plains edge of the 
property which was linked with about 500 yards of half inch galvanised pipe 
to the mains water supply based on the Warren Reservoir near Adelaide.

The well at the farm is in a hollow and is about thirty feet deep. Water was 
pumped from it to a big 4000 gallon galvanised tank by the woolshed. It was 
a good system but gradually the demand on the water increased with 
increased stock numbers so we sank a fifty foot bore in the bottom of the well 
and we also put a big black iron squatter’s tank in place of the 4 000 gallon 
tank which was rotting away. This squatter’s tank quickly started to rot also 
so we had to cement it. Every time I go past it, I give a nervous twitch 
because the cement is only held in place by good quality wire netting. One of 
these days it will fail and I hope I am not around then to be blamed. The mill 
always seems to pum p water and gives little trouble though the lift to the 
tank must be 200 feet or more and the distance about 300 yards. This system 
waters fourteen big and small paddocks and is very satisfactory.

When I was about ten I remember two chaps sinking the well in the Jurby. 
It was about sixty feet deep and, though it sometimes pumps dry, it has 
generally been satisfactory. It once pumped into a 2000 gallon tank in the 
Tank Paddock. I altered the pipe system to make it pump also into the Jurby- 
Sulby dam during the winter so that there would be a good supply during 
long windless periods. I think Kim has altered this system so I will leave it to 
him to say what goes on now.

The Alma supply used to be very limited in my time. The water meter was 
close to the end of a branch line that supplied Shepherds and, until the 
Warren system was upgraded, the amount of water available on hot days was 
limited. Secondly, the Alma trough was only served by this half inch 
galvanised pipe whose bore became smaller the older it became. Now Kim 
has replaced this pipe with bigger plastic pipe and now they seem to run this 
water all over the place. I would have done far better to have spent more 
money on this system rather than messing around sinking bores but I was 
obsessed by having to pay £100 a year in water rates. It is one of my many 
lousy traits.

There are fifteen big and small dams on the property, most of them empty 
when you need them most, in the autumn. W.S. used to tell me that, when 
Kelly Bros, took up their big block from Anstey and Giles in 1887, there were 
two dams on Merrindie, both stone-faced. One is still there in the Middle 
Paddock and D ad used to tell me that he seldom saw its bottom until he ringed 
the trees on the steep hillsides around the dam. Now we have a bore 
alongside it. The other original dam was a big stone-faced dam in the Flat 
Paddock in the big creek that comes down from Trevor D ay’s. This dam 
suffered the fate of most under-engineered dams located on big creeks; it 
washed out in the first big flood. It never had any water in it in my time. I 
have had to resist strong pressure from well meaning relatives, particularly 
Lorna’s father, and other do-gooders, who wanted the dam rebuilt. Some 
were even silly enough to urge me to use the stored water for irrigation!
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K im ’s Folly dam , islands and all. The late R .C .M . Smyth

However, being wise in these matters, I successfully took evasive action and 
we watered the flat with a simple little trough. Then one evil day Kim, 
overcome by the blandishments of romantic city slickers and being troubled 
by income tax during one of his rare bursts of money making, constructed at 
vast expense his Kim ’s Folly dam. This is nice for ducks, and rumour has it 
that a few tired fish lurk there. It also has given Lorna the excuse to plant a 
lot of trees there and this creates employment for ancient and weary 
grandfathers. The wretched thing has been there for about six years and has

The straw  that broke my back; being offered a catam aran  tour on K im ’s Folly dam  by my
grandchildren
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Opening dam s is alw ays 
an opportunity fo r  elo
quence

been declared open with the usual eloquence for such occasions, but it has yet 
to be filled. I doubt if it ever will be either unless Trevor D ay runs out of 
money and cannot afford to buy enough super to keep his hills covered with 
grass. There seems little sign of this happening.

There is little I can say about the other dams except repeat that they are 
usually dry when needed most. Our solution was to sink bores. I have always 
been cynical about water divining so I sank bores where I thought I wanted 
them. I cannot claim that I was very successful. Most of our boring was done 
by a good man called Perry who operated a boring plant owned by Horwood 
Bagshaw. I think our first venture was the hole in the farm well which has 
been very satisfactory. I think the second was alongside the Middle D am . We 
got water at about 100 feet and erected a mill and a small concrete tank 
with its overflow running into the dam . This worked splendidly for a year or 
two but the water must have contained some peculiar chemical because 
something caused the pipes and the pump to decay away and we were 
everlastingly renewing everything. The mill was not overloaded but the 
water just rotted the metal. I think Kim tried using plastic pipe and brass 
pumps but I understand that he has now given the whole outfit up and 
waters the Middle with some extension of the Warren system.
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The next bore was a very successful one by the Sulby-Napean fence. I think 
that this was about 200 feet deep and it gives a good supply. We put a ten foot 
Comet mill and a tank on it and it worked well enough for watering stock. 
However, it was not long before the incessant demands of our wretched 
gardeners placed too much demand on it, so we erected a squatter’s tank at 
the White House and put another little mill by the Sulby tank to pum p water 
to the squatters tank from the tank by the bore. The squatter’s tank supplied 
pressure for water in various troughs around the White House as well to the 
gardens as described in the House Improvement chapter. The Sulby bore is 
now operated by a diesel engine and no windmill at all. They call this 
progress.

Still pushed relentlessly from behind by the insatiable gardeners, we next 
put down a bore alongside the House Paddock dam. This was equipped with 
a mill but again Kim had to put an electric motor in it. I think it still 
operates.

At this time, I was being driven into a frenzy of activity by my gardeners 
so, to get my own back, I decided to put a bore down in the Jurby Hill 
paddock, cunningly located to catch a lot of wind, to water the Lower and 
Upper Norths, the Ram say and the Jurby Hill. However, we had to go down 
to 300 feet and even then did not get a good supply. So Kim scrapped this 
system and I will let Kim tell what happens now.

Then Kim, in turn, hounded by the gardeners, decided to sink a bore in 
the Stoney Ridge. The contractor this time was a queer old chap whose 
strange but strongly held beliefs about water divining were a constant source 
of amusement and interest to Kim. They struck a tiny supply of water at 
considerable depth and put a mill on it. Messing around with this wretched 
system created a lot of employment for Hooper and me while Kim was 
swanning around the world on his Nuffield Scholarship. He scrapped the 
system on his return.

I am hazy (29-12-87) about how Merrindie is now watered and I hope that 
Kim will bring the picture up to date. This will also give him a chance to 
defend himself, particularly his Kim’s Folly.
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Tree Planting 
on Merrindie

I have told in the soil conservation chapter how my father ringbarked most of 
the gum trees on the rough hills on Merrindie. When the property was taken 
up, the land that is now arable was then carrying Peppermint (E uc. Odorata) 
and SA Blue Gum (Euc. Leucoxylon) and also she-oaks, and I guess some 
honeysuckle bushes because we have a  Honeysuckle Paddock. Grubbing the 
gums must have been a back-breaking and time consuming task but the she- 
oaks would have been much easier. They are much shorter lived than the 
gums and are shallow rooted so that I think a she-oak could have been pulled

Grandson Roger taking the 
credit fo r  all my work
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over by a good team of bullocks. Also, she-oaks are greedily eaten by stock 
and rabbits. The bare hills in the Lower North Paddock I think only carried 
she-oaks and probably also the Alma Paddocks. It would be interesting to 
find out how much of the Alma Plains was she-oak country also. There are 
patches of big mallee scrub around Barabba and that kind of country must 
have been as hard to clear as most of our country. We should think back on 
what our forefathers must have endured when they took up our country. 
Hardly any roads, wheat having to be carted in bullock drays to Gawler 
before the railway came north, no water laid on and always the back
breaking work of grubbing trees in any spare minutes they could find. Yet 
they found time to build churches, schools and even institutes! It makes me 
humble just to write about it.

Before I write about tree planting, we should ask why we wanted more 
trees? Perhaps it was to quieten the criticisms of friends and relatives who 
grizzled at us for having ringed most of the trees in the hills. My father was the 
driving force. I think he just liked trees and the older he got, the more he 
liked them. Lorna too used to push me along the tree planting path because 
she cam e from the Adelaide hills where trees were plentiful. So plant trees I 
did but the others took the credit for most of it. I suppose they were justified.

City folk who see flocks of Merino sheep lying out in the sun during hot 
summer days write agonised letters to the papers saying that we are cruel. 
Certainly it would be cruel, and bad sheep husbandry also, to force British 
breeds of sheep to do without shade on hot days because they suffer in the 
sun. But Merinos are bred for hot climates and do not mind lying in the sun; 
they are much more interested in lying where the wind can reach them . So 
we did little tree planting to supply shade for sheep; only a little where the 
Dorsets were commonly kept. The plantation along the Limestone Creek and 
the one along the creek in the Peake were planted for sheep shade.

Some of our planting was done for shelter for houses and stock. The 
plantation around the White House was to shelter the house and so was the 
one around the cottage. The old orchard was planted for shelter while the 
Dorsets were lam bing, but it was disappointing how seldom the beggars used 
it.

We had a pathetic hope that we might make money out of some of our 
plantations. For instance, we planted Canary Island pines in the orchard, 
not only because they recover after fires but also because a forester once told 
me that they made far more valuable timber than Radiata. It was many 
years later when I found that they did not become really valuable until they 
were about 200 years old. Some quick work with a calculator has convinced 
me that I will not glean much from that harvest. However, I am like Henry 
Ford who did not care what colour his cars were so long as they were black: I 
do not mind what kind of pines people grow so long as they are Canary 
Islands. And if you have any doubt about their hardiness, have a look at the 
pines on the Minnipa Farm  where these have persisted on a rainfall that has 
been too little for the Aleppos and Stone Pines.

I had a similar pathetic hope of an economic return when D ad persuaded 
me to plant Brown Mallet gums in the creek in the Ram say Paddock and
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olives and almonds lower down in the same plantation. The birds have 
harvested the latter crops while no doubt the tanning extract that was to be 
produced from the mallet bark has been superseded by some patent 
chemical. Still, these hopes gave us grounds for taking their planting costs off 
our taxable income.

All my family argue with me about tree planting but, because I planted a 
lot of trees very successfully, I think I am entitled to have my say. I used to 
fallow the next year’s planting site as well as possible during the summer. 
Fallowing came naturally to me, but the young ones seem to think it is 
beneath them. I would make up my tree order from the Woods and Forests 
catalogue so as to have them as soon as we had had a proper opening rain. We 
could then usually plant the seedlings without watering them in, though this 
was sometimes necessary. We almost always had to give them at least one 
good drink during the summer. We used to put netting guards around them 
for the first year, for hares as well as rabbits. Then we usually had to clear the 
weeds from around them during the late spring.

I admit that planting trees this way is very labour intensive so it is almost 
obligatory to have the cheap services of aged and indigent relatives. I will 
return to this matter later.

All my planting was done before weedicides became common. I guess I 
would do things differently now. I learnt the hard way that phalaris is too 
much competition for seedling trees without using weedicides. There is an 
example of this in the plantation in the Napean. The top half was planted 
amongst the rocks that had made this little piece unarable. The trees there 
grew splendidly, but the bottom half of that plantation was sown amongst 
the phalaris which we had foolishly grown for pasture. It was not much good 
as pasture but it was vigorous enough to kill off most of the tree seedlings, so 
we had to replant the bottom half the next year. I am told that you can use 
weedicides now, not only to remove the phalaris competition but also to 
make a shelter for the tree seedlings. I am also told that tree seeds can 
compete with phalaris if they compete on equal terms because then the 
young trees do not have to face up to the traum a of being transplanted as 
seedlings do.

My appalling farm  diary tells me little about my tree planting, the first of 
which, I think, was done along the road in the Johnson, in 1931. The two 
spotted gums by the road ram p were also planted then. Charles Hawker, the 
Member for Wakefield, came past and asked what trees we were planting? 
When I said that the trees were mostly Sugar gums and R adiata pines, he 
raised his eyebrows and asked rather quizzically if we were thinking of 
selling the place? This was his nice way of criticising my selection of trees; 
these two varieties are notorious for being quick growers and short livers.

Thereafter, year by year, we kept on planting. Sugars and Aleppos by the 
Alma trough, then Sugars by the Alma dam , Canaries between the house 
and cottage, a mixed plantation by the creek in the Limestone, and later 
another by the creek in the Peake. In 1948 we planted 400 Canaries in the 
orchard, in 1953 the small plantation at the farm and in 1955 the Napean 
plantation.
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I will not go through the other plantations nor will I venture to comment 
on Lorna’s plantation around Kim ’s Folly on the Flat. However, I am sure 
that if I were doing more planting on Merrindie now I would find out more 
about sowing tree seeds rather than tree seedlings. John Smyth of Salter’s 
Springs, is a full bottle on this as are others in the government. The Victorian 
experience should help us a lot. The Western District plains of Victoria are 
both treeless and windswept and were planted with Sugars many years ago. 
These are short-lived trees and many of them are dying now and old 
plantations are being resown with tree seeds rather than with tree seedlings, 
and in amongst a lot of phalaris too. I understand that they sow their tree 
seeds on land that has been previously treated with weedicides, then they 
sow with ordinary farm  equipment in the spring and they do not have to 
water during the following summer nor do they have to do the awful 
weeding that we have to do around our seedlings.

It is interesting to notice the increasing number of tree seedlings that are 
springing up along our roads. Perhaps this is because sheep are not driven 
along our roads as they once were or perhaps it is the absence of rabbits. 
Having written that, I wonder whether perhaps the hares are not eating 
seedling trees as once they did, or I thought they did. And, now I come to 
think of it, I seldom see many hares around as I did in the past. Perhaps the 
foxes are eating the young baby hares as there are not as many rabbits as 
there once were.

I have not said anything about our method of planting Kurrajongs. Years 
ago I read in the NSW Department of Agriculture Gazette a description by 
Mr H. S. Henley of Cow ra, of how he planted Kurrajong seeds in his garden 
and fed and watered them and trimmed off their sideshoots until they were 
about six feet high. This does not take long when they are receiving this kind 
of tender loving care. Then in the late spring he would cut them just below 
ground level with an axe, trim the leaves off and plant them in the ground as 
if they were posts. To everyone’s surprise they grew, which meant that they 
did not have to be guarded by a fence if the paddocks did not contain horses 
or cattle, which would lean against them and sometimes eat their bark.

We tried this method. Lorna used to leave most of the leaves on hers but I 
removed them from mine. I do not remember any failures. It is an ideal 
method of planting Kurrajongs, particularly along contour banks where 
fencing would be impossible. But my family does not agree with me. I 
suppose it is too much trouble.
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Beef Cattle 
on Merrindie

We had a beef Shorthorn stud when I was very young. I do not know if it was 
a good one or not. We always used to win the prize for the champion 
Shorthorn bull at the Adelaide Show but this was not a great honour as we 
had no competition. I remember writing out great long convoluted pedigrees

Beau Gazelle, the Shorthorn bull
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of stud bulls if we sold any. There would be imposing aristocratic names such 
as ‘dam , Duchess of Kirklivington 35th’, and so on. Every now and again I 
would come to the magical word ‘imp’ which was the password to really high 
class breeding; it stood for ‘imported’ so it showed that the animal had had its 
origins in Britain so it must be regarded as superior. You knew then that you 
were moving in the best circles.

The Shorthorn bull I remember most clearly was our champion bull we 
called Beaugy which I later found was an abbreviation of his proper name, 
Beau Gazelle. When Beaugy was awarded the championship at the show, he 
would lie lazily in a bed of straw with his proper title, Beau Gazelle, spelt out 
proudly above him. I could never understand why city people used to snigger 
when they read his name, but as he weighed over a ton and anything less like 
a gazelle you never saw, I guess their ribald remarks were justified.

We reared Beaugy on a foster mother, a small and dainty Jersey cow. We 
used to get the cow into the bail and then Beaugy would hurry in and suck 
her dry. He grew very quickly with this kind of treatment and it was not long 
before he had to turn around outside the cow shed and then back in alongside 
the poor little cow and then get down on his knees and suck away greedily at 
her, bunting her enthusiastically if he thought she was being mean with her 
milk.

Of course, this kind of foster mothering is common in beef cattle show 
rings and is a silly way to behave because we all know that the ability to 
produce good baby beef depends on the milking ability of the mother, but 
this can be masked by foster mothering in a way that the following 
experience exemplifies. Long after I had ceased running a pedigree 
Shorthorn herd, I wanted to buy a new Shorthorn bull so I went to the 
Canowie Stud of Mr Parker. While there I saw a beautiful big, fat cow, 
which he was going to sell at the abattoirs. I persuaded him to sell it to me 
although he warned me that the cow was big and fat because she did not 
have much milk. This cow was then mated to Parker’s best bull and she was 
trucked down to Merrindie and in due course she produced a fine bull calf 
which I immediately switched over on to a foster mother and I thought that I 
had got myself a cheap herd bull. But retribution followed with measured 
tread because most of the heifers produced by my fine cheap bull were poor 
milkers and before long I had to buy a Dairy Shorthorn bull to breed the 
milking qualities back into my herd. I ought to have had more sense.

However, my experience with foster mothering has been used with 
considerable effect in later life. I have often claimed that BHP reminded me 
of Beaugy. Our steel industry started off as a pampered calf and quickly grew 
into a big fat bull twice the size as the little cow from which it sucked so 
greedily on the tariff teat. You will have heard of the infant industry 
argument for tariff protection so that an industry can get started. The trouble 
is that it becomes very difficult to wean an industry that has been reared in 
this way. Also, such an industry often has hidden weaknesses which the 
plentiful supply of tariff milk has hidden. Indeed, the parallel between BHP 
and Beaugy is startling. Every time I hear BHP bragging that it is the Big 
Australian I think of Beaugy.
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After my unfortunate experience with Parker’s cow, I went flat out to 
restore the milking qualities back into the herd. I did this by using Dairy 
Shorthorn and then a Red Poll bull. Then we started having trouble with 
cows having too much milk. This was not a problem if the cows calved in the 
autumn or winter when there was not much grass around, but if a cow 
calved in the spring she might have more milk than her calf could use. 
Leaving her milk in her udder would be very uncomfortable for the cow and 
would often dam age her udder. Besides, it was a waste of resources as Eccles, 
the economist, would say, to have all that milk unused. In England, where 
they have plenty of labour, they would bring the cow with her calf into the 
yard and give one or two other calves a drink from her once or twice a day. 
However, we could not afford to do this so I bought a calf about the same size 
as the proper calf, then tied the two calves together with a strong strap 
around each c a lf  s neck, joined with a chain about two feet long with a freely 
working swivel at each end of the chain. Then I let both calves loose and 
went quickly away. This was important because I learnt from experience that 
the cow would hammer hell out of the foster calf and, as both calves were 
tied together, there was nothing you could do to stop it, so it was best to go 
away. When I saw them the next day, the cow was always less angry and a 
week later she clearly thought that both calves were hers and I suppose she 
was rather proud of herself for being so clever. When I heard that the Labor 
Party had adopted privatisation as their policy, I wondered if there was a 
parallel somewhere.

We now have no beef cattle. They may make you more socially acceptable 
and they are fine in good years when there is plenty of feed around. Then 
they spend most of their time lying around, sleeping, but when feed is short 
they spend most of their time leaning against fences. Besides, the sods never 
seem to grow much wool.
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Stud Sheep 
on Merrindie

My father established our English Leicester stud in 1907 with the im porta
tion of sheep from New Zealand. The 1918 British Breeds Longwool 
Flockbook shows that, in that year, the flock consisted of 111 ewes to mate 
and forty young ewes. The flock w as dispersed at a sale on the property in 
1927 and by that time it was recognised as the top English Leicester flock

Dorset Horn show ewes. Only one o f these was barren
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in Australia, consistently winning the top prizes at the Adelaide and 
Melbourne Royal Shows. I do not know what steps my father took to bring 
that supremacy about but I remember that it was the importation of an 
outstanding ram from Mr Jordan in Driffield, Yorkshire, that made all the 
difference towards the end of the flock’s history. He was a tremendous ram, 
much bigger than any Australian sheep and his progeny dominated the 
Australian English Leicester scene until the stud was dispersed.

There are two Leicester sheep breeds, Borders and English Leicesters. The 
main use for both breeds is for the production of the mothers of fat lambs, as 
we used to call them; they are known as prime lambs now. The rams of both 
breeds are mated to Merino ewes and the half-bred Borders are better 
mothers because they are more fertile and are better milkers and so their 
lambs grew faster.

Both breeds suffered from the handicap common to most British breeds of 
sheep, namely they would not mate at any time of the year but only so that 
their lambs arrived in late winter or the spring. This made their management 
more exacting than with breeds like Dorsets or Merinos, which will mate 
throughout the year.

I guess it was this handicap, and also the dwindling demand for English 
Leicester flock rams, that induced father to sell the stud in 1927 when it was 
right at the top of the English Leicester tree. The sale was held in our 
woolshed and I was allowed to come up from PAC for the occasion. I doubt if 
father made much money out of the English Leicester venture but I suppose 
it helped broaden his outlook by the people he met all around Australia. I 
will say something similar when writing about the Dorsets.

My father started the Merrindie Dorset Horn flock in September 1921 by 
purchasing 130 ewes, 62 ewe lam bs, 2 rams and 48 ram lambs from Mr Don 
Garrett of Auburn. These sheep were direct descendants of 20 ewes 
purchased from P. Law son of W irrabara in 1914 and 45 ewes and rams from 
L . G. Johnson of Florieton. Later in 1923, 65 ewes and 32 ewe lambs were 
purchased from L . G . Frost of Saddleworth. At that time father imported 
two rams from Alfred Johnson, of Bridport in Dorset, Symonsbury 264 and 
284, which were outstanding.

I must have been about eleven when I drove home the sheep we had 
brought from Frost. At that stage, Dorset Horns were much more athletic 
than they are now, with longer legs, and they expected to walk from place to 
place, not as now when they wait around for a ride. I drove them as far as 
Giles Corner on a freezing wet and windy day and then gave up and tried to 
lock them in the churchyard and then headed for home and spent the next 
few weeks in bed with pneumonia. That was before antibiotics.

Father bought the Dorsets because they were proving themselves to be the 
best sirgs of fat lambs, most of which were exported to the UK. There was 
another Dorset Horn breeder, W. J. Dawkins of Newbold, Gawler River and 
he was outstanding. He and Father were friends and rivals and they set 
about concentrating on the early maturity qualities that were needed then to 
produce fat lambs. My father’s imported rams improved our flock. I do not
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know what steps Dawkins took to improve his but improve it he certainly 
did. I do not know how good a stud breeder Father really was as he went to 
Melbourne to serve on the Tariff Board in 1929. Dawkins was certainly a 
more competent stud breeder than I was, I was too inclined to see the mote in 
the other m an’s eye than the beam in my own.

I suppose we must have made money out of the Dorsets up till 1939 
because there was a very strong demand for export lambs. Still, most stud 
breeders who start with the idea of making money, end up with about the 
same results of people who enter politics with the same idea. In both cases 
they would almost certainly have made more money if they had stayed at 
home doing ordinary, dull things but they have delusions that much wealth 
lies at the end of their stud breeding or political rainbow. In both cases they 
are usually wrong but they also usually have a lot of interest, even fun, in the 
process. Certainly my stud breeding experiences made me a wiser, if not a 
wealthier man.

One notable performance of ours was to win the all Australian fat lamb 
crop competition in 1936. The Southdown breed were always recognised as 
being the pre-eminent sires of quality fat lambs so it was a shock to the 
conventional wisdom when we won it with lambs by Dorset Horn rams out 
of Merino-Dorset cross ewes. It was the ability of these ewes to lam b early 
and to milk well that won the prize for us but we naturally gave the credit to 
the rams because it was Dorset rams we were selling. This win also gave 
Lorna and I enough money to buy our first radio.

Waves of fashion sweep across the showing scene. I have seen the 
Melbourne Royal Show sheds swamped with Shropshires, Southdowns, 
Dorset Horns, Polled Dorsets, Border Leicesters, Romneys and Cheviots and 
probably goats will be next. Stud breeders are as fickle as women about 
fashions.

Showing sheep can be fun but most of it is a waste of time. They say that 
most of the breeding goes down the neck and they are right, particularly with 
mutton breeds. We fed our show sheep like fighting cocks and foundered 
many of them in the process and got the rams too fat to work and the ewes 
too fat to lam b. In Melbourne they even had a class for a mature ewe without 
a lam b and this class was usually won by a barren ewe and this is a stupid 
way to behave. In one occasion I saw Dawkins holding a very fat barren 
looking ewe with a little runty lam b at foot. As the class lined up for judging, 
the lam b sucked greedily from Dawkins’ ewe, with him encouraging it 
loudly. ‘Have a good drink, little one,’ he advised and this the lam b did. But 
then it spoilt the effect by going along the line, having a suck from all the 
ewes in turn. I doubt if Dawkins’ ewe had much milk.

There was a lot of skulduggery in the way we trimmed the sheep into 
shape for showing. It is all very well to trim off the rough parts of a fleece to 
make the sheep look nice, but we trimmed them to disguise any weaknesses. 
For instance, if a sheep had a high wither, we removed the wool above the 
wither and the sheep would look faultless.

Besides all the tricks we used, there was a lot of self delusion from which 
we suffered with showing. For instance, we kidded ourselves that we could
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A group o f Dorset Horn ram s ready fo r the show

distinguish, by the delicate touch of our fingers, if a sheep was well fleshed or 
was covered by a layer of fat, and we tried desperately to breed flat shoulders 
on our sheep, which probably made for more trouble at lam bing time. 
Certainly on Merrindie we did not pay enough attention to lambing 
percentages till Kim took the stud by the throat. Nor did I pay enough 
attention to the ability of a sheep to put on weight quickly. In short, we used 
to spend much time and effort, not only on silly things but, much worse, on 
encouraging qualities that were often really harmful. While in New Zealand 
recently, I was interested to learn that a requirement for admission to the 
Coopworth flock book is that no flock is eligible for registration if it competes 
at shows. Because Coopworths concentrate on important qualities instead of 
messing around chasing after silly show points, the breed is growing fast in 
popularity.

We placed great emphasis on our sheep having short legs. This was not as 
silly as it sounds because Professor Hammond, the famous UK authority on 
meat quality, had found that the thickness of flesh over a sheep’s loins was 
related to the thickness of its cannon bone. So conventional wisdom decreed 
that Dorsets must have.short legs. I once advertised that my ram , Stumpy, 
had legs so short that they hardly reached the ground!

We were a lot later than most of the Dorset Horn breeders in changing over 
to Poll Dorsets. These were evolved by Dawkins by a small infusion of 
Corriedales. The Polls were a considerable improvement on the Horns. With 
the latter, we used to place great stress on whether the horns went back too 
much and similar nonsense. If a ram ’s horns were too wide they were 
frowned on and if they were too close they used to get caught up in fences. So 
getting rid of the horns was very sensible but I took too long to change, as I 
almost always do.
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However, having made all these scathing comments about showing sheep 
etc., I have to admit that I had a lot of fun, learnt a lot and made a lot of 
friends on the show circuit. But I still reckon that, after the war when most of 
what we grew was wanted at profitable prices, I would have m ade much 
more money if I had stopped home working instead of messing around 
showing sheep. This comment would not apply to top men like Dawkins but 
I am sure it applied to me.

Ovine Brucellosis
In 1953 I became concerned that the lambing percentage in our Dorset Horn 
flock was falling. Unfortunately my farm diary does not help pinpoint the 
steps which exposed the possibility that perhaps there was some genetic 
weakness or some biological disease that was causing the problem. My rather 
confused memory is that I asked the Department of Agriculture for help and 
between the veterinary officers and Dennis Muirhead of the animal pro
duction side, they arrived at the conclusion that a larger number of rams 
than was normal were suffering from epididymitis (epid. for short from now 
on). This was a swelling and, later a hardening of the epid., which is the 
name for the bottom of a ram ’s testicles. We then collected sperm from rams 
which had hard epids. We did this by electrical ejaculation which is an 
indelicate procedure which my well known modesty prevents me describing. 
It appeared that most of the rams which had hard epids had sperm which 
appeared immobile and therefore infertile.

At that stage we did not know the cause of epid. as we called the symptom 
or the cause, we were not sure which. All we knew was that there was a good 
chance that rams with hard epids were likely to be infertile. When British 
Breeds sales were held, the sheep had to be inspected by an inspector 
nominated by the breed society. At that stage I was the President of the SA 
branch of the society and I was appointed to inspect the sheep being offered 
at the annual Newbold sale. This sale was the Mecca for all Dorset breeders 
and it set the standards for quality and price for Dorsets all over Australia. 
You can imagine my horror, when I palpated the testicles of the Newbold 
stud rams, I found that about six or seven had hard epids. I had no option, 
knowing what I thought I knew, but to reject these rams. Quite naturally, 
Jack Beddin who was managing Newbold, challenged me so I told him all I 
knew which wasn’t as much as would have made me comfortable. He then 
said that he would keep back the rejected rams to mate with his crossbred 
ewes and he would then know whether I was right or not. Six months later he 
told me that only one of that flock of crossbred ewes had lambed and he 
thanked me for preventing him selling infertile rams all around Australia and 
also possibly spreading the disease, if indeed it was a disease.

About the same time some excellent work done in the Institute of Medical 
and Veterinary Science, led by a young officer called Kevin Clopp enabled 
them to evolve a method of testing the blood of sheep to find those that
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carried the ovine brucellosis bug which by this stage they knew was related to 
the symptom of the disease, epid. I will now take what I have written so far 
and lay it at the feet of W. S. (Brick) Smith who was the vet in charge of the 
department then and who was very close to the steps that were taken to try to 
clean up the disease.

After discussion with the SA branch of the Breeders of British Sheep, an 
ovine Brucellosis-free accredited flock scheme was introduced. This was an 
outstanding success and within three years 219 flocks belonging to 177 
owners were accredited. Flocks other than British Breeds were tested also 
and accredited. There was then no evidence of ovine brucellosis in Merino 
flocks in South Australia.

The present position (3/11/87) is that there are over 400 accredited flocks 
including non-British breeds. Sim ilar accreditation procedures are now in 
operation in other states, including NSW  and Victoria.

A series of experiments in which ewes were m ated to rams with one 
testicle infected and com pared with those m ated with free rams and those 
with both testicles infected. There was little difference between the free and 
one testicle infected rams but the rams with both testicles infected were 
almost sterile. The older the rams in an infected flock the more likely they 
were to be infertile.

After the department had done all their work and had made all this 
information public, we arranged a field day at Turretfield when the 
department bought us up to date with their present knowledge and Reddin 
and I bared our breasts. This was rather embarrassing as I was still the 
president of the breed society and there were murmurs of unhappiness at the 
spectacle of the president making public the fact that some British Breeds 
were carrying this infection while perhaps no other breeds were doing so. But 
we weathered that storm and, as far as I know, now we have got on top of 
the problem.

There is another aspect of this matter that I am qualified to mention 
without Brick’s guidance. It must have been 1954 when I was showing in 
Melbourne and w as, I think, still a Vice-President of the Australian Breed 
Society, that I went to the Department of Agriculture pavilion at the 
Melbourne show and asked to speak to the vet. Then I told the young man 
that I was concerned that the South Australian sheep exhibitors were telling 
me sad stories about some silly infectious disease that they thought I should 
be worried about too, so I wanted his professional advice as to whether I 
should be worried. I gave him the impression that I was an exhibitor from 
Victoria. The young man brushed my anxiety aside and gave it as his opinion 
that it was just another example of SA sheepbreeders trying to keep ahead of 
Victorians somehow. I received this information with gratitude, then again 
got his assurance that he was indeed a qualified vet, and that he spoke for his 
department, and then I melted away. But at the British Breed meeting the 
next night, the excreta really hit the fan and now the Victorians take 
responsible action to see that the disease is not spread through shows.
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Flock Sheep 
on Merrindie

I never did our flock sheep well. When I left school in 1929 we were 
concentrating on the production of fat lambs. This sounds simple but it 
wasn’t, not the way we did it. We had a flock of cast-for-age (cfa) Merino 
ewes which we mated to Corriedale rams which we bought from our

Bertie and Welcome, W in’s pet
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neighbours at Hazelton. We kept the Merino flock up to the required 
numbers (about 400, I think) by purchasing our Merino cfa requirements 
each spring. When they were too old they were sold at the abattoirs. The 
wether lambs from this flock were sold as fat lambs, usually off pea stubbles 
in February or March. The ewe lambs were kept and added to the main ewe 
flock for mating to Dorset rams for fat lam b production. They were really 
Corriedale-Merino crossbreds, although the strength of the mixture used to 
vary somewhat. Then we had a small flock of about 200 Merino-Dorset cross 
ewes from which we produced our competition lambs.

It really was a messy way of doing things. True, we used to produce really 
good fat lambs but we did not produce much wool and what there was, was 
all mixed up.

I used to go to endless trouble caring for the main ewe flock at lambing 
time. I would be out in the North Paddock soon after it was light in the 
mornings, looking for any ewes that might be in trouble lambing. Then, if 
the ewes were in the Lower North, I would drift the ewes that had not yet 
lambed through into the Upper North, leaving the ewes with lambs behind. 
When the lam bs were a few days old, I would drift these ewes with lambs 
towards the small sheep yards located at the junction of the Upper and 
Lower North paddocks, and the Jurby. There was a lam b marking cradle 
there so I tailed the lambs and turned them out in the Jurby with their 
mothers. If I found a ewe standing over a dead lam b I would find a twin, put 
the skin of the dead lam b on to the twin and then the mother would usually 
adopt the foster lam b. The infusion of the Corriedale made the ewes quieter 
than straight Merinos but the Dorset sires made lam bing trouble much more 
likely than straight Merino on Merino.

Kim skinning a lam b  
that had died, to get the 
skin to slip over a twin 
lam b so that the ewe 
would adopt the foster  
lam b. C learly this ewe 
w ill do this eagerly.
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So you can see that my system was labour intensive. If there was a more 
complicated way of doing things, I seemed to do it that way. All the same, I 
still get a nervous twitch when I hear that Kim only goes around his Merino 
ewes about once a week when they are lambing. I suppose I used to cause 
some mis-mothering by ceaselessly prowling through my ewes at lam bing 
time. It used to make me feel busy but I guess I would have m ade more 
money if I had been doing something else.

We used to shear in July and August which really was an awful 
arrangement. Because of our obsession of showing the Dorsets, we had to get 
the shearing finished in August, so as our sheep numbers increased, we 
sometimes had to start shearing in July. This happend in 1953 when we lost 
400 freshly shorn sheep one bitterly cold weekend. I tried everything I knew 
to drive the sheep to shelter but they just died in heaps. Perhaps I would have 
been better home in bed. When all the tumult and the shouting had died 
down and after we had removed the frozen carcases from in front of the 
fireplace and from the chaff houses, I rang my neighbour, Don Shepherd, 
and asked him how he had fared as I knew he was shearing too. ‘I don’t 
know, Bert,’ he replied, ‘I will go out and look. It has been too cold to go 
outside.’ When he looked, he found that he had only lost a few, most of his 
seemed to have found shelter for themselves.

Shearing in late winter and early spring was bad, not only for the cold but 
also for the problem of weaning lambs if their mothers were separated from 
their lambs for too long if the ewes had to be shedded for some time to keep 
them dry. Besides, shearers were in great demand in the spring when 
everyone else was shearing too. So we decided to try shearing in the autumn 
but we were very nervous about this because we were fearful that the fleeces 
would catch too many grass seeds during the summer if the sheep were in full 
wool. However, we quickly learnt to manage the grown sheep so that the 
seed problem never became really serious but Father insisted that we could 
not risk allowing the Merino lambs to go through the summer unshorn, so we 
had to shear them in the spring and then again in the autumn, to get them in 
step with the rest of the flock. This was expensive and time consuming. 
However, Father said that I could experiment with fifty lambs which I left 
unshorn in the spring and which went through the summer in the wool, 
mixed in with the shorn lambs. This fifty were shorn separately in the 
autumn and then I put them in one yard alongside a yard of a run of fifty 
lambs from the flock that had been shorn twice, and asked D ad which yard 
had been shorn only once. He had to admit that he could not tell them apart 
so up till recently we have been carrying the Merino lambs through the 
summer unshorn. Now Kim tells me that he is going back to shearing them 
twice, I am not sure why, I think he is wrong. I wonder if he was to do more 
chemical topping he would get away from his seed problem?

When we switched from Corriedales to straight Merinos we bought our 
Merino flock rams from Len Davey of Biverton whose stud was based on 
Collinsville. Now both Kim and Tony are members of the Australian Merino 
Society and get their flock rams that way. I do not know enough to express an 
opinion on the wisdom of this.
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Tony and Kim trim m ing a foot o f a  Dorset Horn
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Fodder Conservation 
on Merrindie

When I was a kid we had to cut and stack cereal hay to feed the heavy and 
light horses. Most of it was used as chaff but some was fed long to the riding 
horses at the homestead and to the milking cows and also to beef cattle and to 
sheep when paddock feed was short. We also kept some oats as grain for feed.

An ensilage stack or wedge. This w as m ade from  artichokes and built 
with a  buckrake on a Fergy tractor
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As our livestock numbers increased we had to store more fodder because 
South Australia is liable to bad drought years, more so than the other States, 
or so it seemed to us. This extra fodder was usually stored as stacks of cereal 
hay but they were a fire hazard and, much more serious, were liable to 
serious dam age by mice about one year in four. Mice were also a problem for 
grain stored in bags, though not for the small amount we kept in bulk 
storage.

About 1930 we began making silage and had a silage pit near the 
maternity yards in the White House paddock. This pit was simply a hole in 
the ground with two sloping ends and two straight sides, made with a dam 
sinking plough and scoop. We filled this with cereals cut green, and picked up 
as cut with pitchforks and loaded onto a hay trolley and carted to the pit and 
unloaded again with pitchforks. These cereal hay sheaves were very heavy 
indeed. When the pit had been filled so that it was about as high above 
ground as it was below, because it used to settle down a lot, we covered it 
over with soil, again using the scoop pulled by two horses. It was a labour 
intensive business and hard labour too, but the fodder, when stored, was fire 
and mice proof and would last underground indefinitely. They say that this 
was how old Joseph stored sustenance for the Egyptians. However, our silage 
was not very attractive to sheep for some reason though cattle ate it readily. It 
was only later when we were able to grow pastures bulky enough to cut for 
silage, that the sheep took to readily eating it.

In those days, before the war, Branson’s had a big chaff milling business in 
Tarlee and as we were ready to make silage before the hay rush started, the 
mill men came up with their forks and expertise and broke themselves in for 
their hay by carting our silage.

It was after my Nuffield trip to Britain that I really got the silage bug. Rex 
Patterson, the famous Hampshire dairy farmer, had evolved the buckrake as 
a silage tool. It was really a rear-mounted steel sweep, very strongly made, to 
fit on the back of a Ferguson tractor with three-point linkage. I think I 
brought one back with me and got another made in Tarlee, and bought two 
Fergy tractors and started making silage, English fashion, mowing good 
lucerne and clover crops and also artichokes, as we had plenty of these. We 
were using a ground drive mower for a while then bought a Fergy mower 
which changed over with a buckrake on one of the tractors. We began by 
making silage wedges and then mounds of silage and were very pleased with 
ourselves. We then covered both the mounds and the wedges with dirt 
carried this time with Fergy scoops which was a simple operation.

Gradually we became more expert at making silage but I must admit that 
it took a lot of work and some equipment to feed it out to sheep. We tried 
cutting benches with a hayknife, a broadaxe and then a front end loader on 
the Fergy. Then we m ade a trailer with no wheels in the front so that the 
weight in the front of the trailer was carried on the Fergy so giving it more 
traction. We needed the three-point linkage to pick up the trailer hitch after 
the trailer was loaded. Then we carted it out to the sheep and threw the load 
off, forkful by forkful. It was a labour intensive business but this did not 
worry me as it should have because I was going through a queer kind of
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change of life and seemed obsessed with employing the maximum number of 
people on the farm for some reason or other. If there was a complicated way 
of doing things I would do it that way.

Then we developed a system of gates through which the sheep would eat 
into the silage face and then we shifted the gates forward to allow them to eat 
away another foot or so of silage. It all sounded very clever but it took up a 
lot of time and labour. This did not worry me as it should have.

The mowing was always the weakness in this system because the recipro
cating mower always gave trouble and the knives were hard to keep sharp. 
This was one of the reasons why we changed over to a forage harvester. This 
was trouble-free for mowing and could carry big loads back to the silage 
mounds. After we had laid the bottom of the silage mounds direct from the 
forager, we unloaded it alongside the mound and used a Fergy with a 
buckrake to carry the cut material up on to the mound. In this way we made 
big mounds which we could cover with a lot of dirt so that the silage would 
last for years.

Earlier we had tried using the big windrower that we had bought to use 
for windrowing the Chou Moellier in 1955 but of course it was not strong 
enough for the job. It was ideal for windrowing nearly ripe cereals, cutting a 
foot or so off the ground but to mow our thick pastures meant putting the 
cutting front at ground level where it blunted its blades, cutting stones. It just 
was no good for the job.

When I left to govern the country at the end of 1958, Kim had a first class 
lot of equipment for making silage but within a few years it was almost all 
gone and he was undoubtedly right. First, he had realised that one of the

Building a silage mound with a buckrake on a Fergy
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justifications for silage in our district was to provide roughage for cattle in 
times of feed shortage, including most winters. Kim soon found out that, 
unless you could be sure of buying store cattle cheap and selling them dear, 
not many people made much money running beef cattle in our district. So he 
got rid of our beef cattle and was rid of one of the reasons for making silage 
too. Then he had found out that silage never seemed to last as long as it ought 
to and he also found that he could feed dry sheep on grain alone, without 
adding any roughage, by giving them three feeds of grain a week and this 
took hardly any labour. Then, when bulk handling of grain became 
common, we found that we could store grain using proper grain handling 
equipment to put it into silos and take it out again to feed the sheep. Then 
Kim bought a half share in a round baler and the round bales could be fed in 
the paddock as left by the baler so there was even less need for silage.
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Small Seeds 
on Merrindie

Almost everyone worships ostentatiously at the altar of orderly marketing. In 
1945 we had an orderly marketing scheme for wheat which was designed to 
stabilise the price. Just after the war, the world was hungry for wheat so the 
world price went sky-high, but because of the wheat plan, the wheat price 
was kept low. Now I knew that the world needed wheat and a stern sense of 
duty should have made me grow wheat, but the market signals told me to 
grow something else instead. Some years later when the world demand for

Rex Patterson exam ining 
a buckrake
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wheat had fallen, but when our price was kept high by our wheat plan, I 
would grow wheat again. So just when the world needed wheat I was 
looking around for another crop, obeying the market signals. I know that this 
was not a very worthy way to behave; patriotism should have been my 
guide, not greed. Of course, I was not then an MP so there was no need to 
parade my virtue.

I have no recollection how I came to sign a contract to grow and sell 
mustard seed for E ta  Foods Ltd . 1944 had been a drought year and we were 
desperately short of feed and money till the middle of 1945. My diary of 10 
June 1945 says, ‘Things very bad. It does not seem likely that we will be able 
to buy any more chaff. Our own supplies will be finished tomorrow. I may 
be able to buy some second class spuds otherwise there is nothing to buy. We 
had some frosts during the week. Paddocks quite bare. At present we are 
carrying 21 cattle and horses and 895 sheep including 415 Dorsets. Am 
feeding dry sheep and Dorset hoggets with wheat every other day but will 
soon have to do with less as we are only allowed 8 bags of wheat a month. I 
am feeding Dorset ewes and lambs on chaff. The Lord only knows what will 
happen if chaff supply is cut off. I have bought six tons at £8 a ton (price 
pegged) and about 80 bags of wheat. I have often wondered what things 
were like in 1914. Now I know. I will never be caught again. My advice to 
anyone who may read this diary is, don’t be caught either. It is not a pleasant 
experience’ .

Before that was written we had had some light falls in April and May, 
enough, we thought, to start sowing oats and then, of all things, mustard! We 
had sown some mustard the year before, 1944, a drought year, twelve inches 
of rain and most of the traditional crops, oats, barley and wheat were almost 
complete failures. However, my diary shows that we sowed mustard in the 
Napean and it was a failure too. We had also sown sixty acres of mustard in 
the Honeysuckle with a return of about £6 or £7 an acre. My diary records 
that we reaped eighty-four bags but I cannot remember anything about it. 
Nor can I remember, and my diary was too tired to say, why I signed this 
contract with E ta ’s at IOV2 pence a pound. So here I was, early in July 1945, 
with hardly any feed, little money, turning my back on crops I had grown 
quite successfully in the past and for which prices were pretty well 
guaranteed, even if on the low side, to grow a crop about which I knew but 
little and which I had foolishly sown earlier in the year and which had not 
come up. I must have either been very silly, very brave or both.

Well, my diary records that we finished sowing mustard in the Jurby for 
the second time at the end of July 1945. You youngsters must realise that the 
Jurby then contained the present Jurby, Jurby Hill and the Ramsay, a big 
paddock of about 120 acres and very steep too, in patches. We had a nearly 
new Cletrac tractor with not much power which we used to drive with reins 
from the eighteen-run Shearer combine drill. We did about thirty-five acres 
in a day and a night. We did not have electric lights but we hung a kerosene 
lantern on the crank handle and this was surprisingly effective. We had an 
excellent married man, Les Stratford, and he and I worked the tractor night 
and day. At that stage we had to use a very inferior and gummy superphos
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phate which necessitated rasping the superphosphate stars on the combine 
every three hours. I remember very clearly doing this on Jurby Hill and 
watching the revolving light on the Shell Building in Adelaide.

So we sowed the 120 acres of mustard for the second time and I then began 
worrying that we did not have enough moisture up our sleeves, and everyone 
else’s ordinary crops were looking splendid. On the way home from the ram 
sales on 23 October it started to rain and I thought we might yet get out of 
the mess. We did indeed. The rain also gave the traditional crops an 
excellent finish. My diary records on 16 December 1945, says (and remember 
that we only had a ten foot ground-drive M cKay header and we sat on it and 
drove the tractor with reins), ‘Have had a wonderful spin at reaping. Started 
on Nov. 27th on C ape Barley in the Horse Paddock. Cool mornings on Dec. 
3rd and half of Dec. 4th. Finished the Horse Paddock on Dec. 4th (909 bags) 
and started reaping oats in Honeysuckle which we finished on Dec. 6th (620 
bags off 45 acres). At the same time we were cutting 100 tons of Algerian oats 
in the School Paddock with a six foot ground drive binder. Started reaping 
malt barley in Boad Paddock and finished on 11th (1077 bags) then shifted to 
the Jurby and reaped about 150 bags of oats from the 3 rounds on the outside 
of the Jurby. Then shifted back to the School Paddock, rather a poor crop, 
and reaped about 40 acres and finished up with 340 bags at 10.30 pm. Then 
started on wheat in the Woolshed and had 3 acres to reap, after reaping 290 
bags, when it rained. We reaped about 3380 bags and 100 tons of hay cut 
since Nov. 28th with a ten foot ground drive header and a 6 foot ground 
drive binder.’ Beat that, you kids!

Today’s farmers have no idea how hard we used to work. Today they just 
pull levers while the machine does all the work for them. They do not have to 
dump the bags as they are taken off the header, but just sit there while the 
header spews the grain into bulk trucks. Some even do this in air-conditioned 
comfort. I think many of them would faint if they had to work as we had to.

However, the mustard had not yet been reaped. The good rains at the end 
of the season had m ade the mustard grow to about six feet in height so it was 
very bulky. As we only had a ground drive header we could only reap it at 
one speed and that was dead slow. If we had had a power-take-off machine 
it would have been far easier. However, even if we could have afforded to 
buy a power-take-off header, you could not just go around buying what you 
wanted in those years, just after the war, we had to manage with what we 
had. So we set the header up as well as we could and gave it a go.

As I said Les Stratford was a really good man who had more sense than I 
had for mechanical things. We found that the mustard shattered badly if the 
weather was really hot and that we could reap it at night, again with the 
lantern hanging on the crank handle. So we reaped it by keeping the 
machine going night and day, as we had when sowing it (twice). We must 
have had a lovely burst of nice weather because we managed splendidly.

However, it w as at this time that the income tax iron entered my soul. The 
Modest Farm er article which follows was written in October, 1980 and is 
worth reprinting. It shows how high income tax discourages people having a 
go which is one of the reasons we are doing so badly now (24/11/87).
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Recently I read a review of the book “ Labor Essays” in which particular 
mention was paid  to an essay by Hugh Stretton.

The reviewer said “ it is a remarkably incisive and passionate piece of 
political advocacy” . He analyses the divide-and-rule tactics which have 
recently led to a noticeable decline in middle-class compassion and social 
concern, and puts the so-called tax revolt into its proper perspective as a 
form of class w arfare .”

Then the reviewer goes on to quote directly from Mr. Stretton’s essay.
“ If the reactionaries can recruit a sizeable minority of workers and their 

wives to the alliance against the welfare population . . . then the bastards 
will have w on.”

That quotation makes me miserable, because it shows how even a man of 
Mr. Stretton’s intelligence and rectitude thinks.

Many people, particularly socialist intellectuals, see the behaviour of 
people who disagree with them as part of a deep laid plot of evil, well 
organised capitalist groups who, with relentless cunning, have worked out 
some reprehensible w ay to grind the faces of the poor.

“Then the bastards will have w on,” they say.
These people should remember the story of the schoolteacher in America 

who was giving her class a lecture on the American Indians. At the end she 
asked if there w as anyone in the class who had Indian blood in his veins. 
Little Tommy put up his hand.

“ How very interesting,” she gushed, “which tribe?”
“ It wasn’t no tribe, M aam ,” Tommy replied, “ it was just a wandering 

Indian!”
Most of the tax revolt is not the work of an Indian tribe, it is not class 

w arfare at all, it is not a plot by a lot of bastards who have planned some 
cunning cam paign, but is the reactions of simple sods like me.

To illustrate this, I will describe how the taxation iron entered my soul 
w ay back in 1945.

Things were really tough on the farm  then, with little spare cash and 
Mavis with three kids at foot and with many quite proper demands for 
more money to be spent in the home.

So I m ade the rash decision to grow 120 acres of mustard under contract. 
It was rash because I didn’t know anything about the crop and neither did 
anyone else in the district.

I suppose I should have grown wheat, which I understood, but the wheat 
stabilisation scheme discouraged me from growing what the world wanted. 
This is the w ay of stabilisation schemes.

I sowed the 120 acres in May, braving the scornful remarks of my friends 
and neighbors — “ Pride goeth before a fall” and so on.

The wretched crop did not germinate, so I sowed the paddock again at 
the end of June, working the tractor at night with a kerosene lantern 
hanging on the starting handle. There were no frills in those days, no 
air-conditioned cabs, not even headlights.

The crop behaved splendidly from then on and by the end of December it 
was about seven feet high and ready to reap. But when we took the old 
ground-drive header into the crop, we found that m ustard has to be reaped 
when the weather is cool, otherwise the seed shatters.

So, having sown the wretched crop at night, we now found that we had 
to reap it at night also, still with the lantern hanging on the handle.
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However, we kept at it, going round and round and taking off bags of 
m ustard with gratifying regularity. But it was when I was clearing out a 
bunged up thresher in the middle of the night, with my head down and my 
tail up, which gives one a jaundiced view of the world, that I started to do 
some mental arithmetic.

Then suddenly I realised that Mr Chifley (he was then Treasurer) would 
metaphorically be waiting at the heap to take away half the proceeds.

That was when the tax revolt started with me, in the middle of the night 
while reaping a crop I had sown at night, while the district sneered at me 
for taking foolish risks.

This old fashioned determination to keep what you have worked so hard 
to win, and have run uncomfortable risks in the process, this is the 
mainspring of the tax revolt.

It is all very well for well heeled civil servants or academics living 
comfortably in ivory universities, to sneer at the bastards who are taking the 
risks that make the economy go round.

I admit that we are not doing this to benefit our fellow men; we are 
trying to benefit ourselves.

But in the process we benefit pure and noble people like Mr. Stretton 
also. And then he reckons we are bastards!

Evidently we only sowed mustard once after our successful 1945 crop. I do 
not know why and certainly my diary does not say, but I presume that the 
strong 1945 demand had quickly evaporated as is the way often with small 
seeds. Or it may have been because mustard is a tricky crop to grow. It is 
important to realise that mustard can be sown in the late winter or early 
spring and be ready for reaping in the succeeding summer so it is only in the 
ground for a few months. On the other hand, Chou Moellier (Chou for short 
from now on) and other similar crops are sown in the late spring and then be 
grazed by stock in the late autumn and winter when feed is often short. 
However, if there is plenty of other stock feed around then, or you think that 
the seed is likely to be in short supply and therefore dear, then Chou or Rape 
can be allowed to go through the second spring and be reaped for seed in the 
second summer.

I have been wading through my pitiful poor diary trying to understand 
what made me grow Chou for seed. On 3 Sepember 1946 we sowed the ten 
acres with Chou and fed it in the autumn and winter of 1947. I also notice 
that on 23 December 1946, we were reaping a poor crop of mustard in the 
Sulby.

We did not start sowing Chou for seed but for feed. We relied on Sudan 
Grass for summer and early autumn feed for the stud sheep but we wanted 
the Chou for late autumn and winter feed. A year later, 19 September 1947, 
we sowed Chou in the Napean and on the following 18 April I noted that the 
Dorsets did not seem to like it much. This was true, Chou was not as nice as it 
looked, not for sheep anyway. I was beginning to be sceptical about its value 
as sheep feed. It had made its reputation in Europe as dairy cattle fodder and 
in NZ where their crossbred sheep will eat anything. In October 1948 we 
sowed Chou in the Farm  Cow Paddock so clearly Chou was slipping behind 
other crops in my regard, as this is only a small paddock. In the following
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Lorna and Tony standing in a  seed crop of Chou

year, October 1949, we only sowed Chou in the Hill Paddock (about 17 
acres) and a year later (1950) we must have sown the Johnson (12 acres) and 
the ten acre. In May 1951, while I was away on my Nuffield trip, my father 
noted that aphis was attacking the Chou in the Napean and the ten acre. In 
October 1951 we sowed Chou in the Road Paddock. Why we sowed so much 
I do not know. I suppose I had a rush of blood to the head after my Nuffield 
trip earlier that year. I cannot find any record of the value we got from 
committing such a large area (80 acres) of such good soil to a crop about 
which I knew so little and about which I had been so sceptical. On 1 May 
1952, I put the cattle and 854 lambs into the Chou in the Road Paddock but 
as there had been a good opening to the season I have an uneasy feeling that I 
may have been using it because I had sown it, not because I needed it. 
However, I kept sowing the stuff because on 17 October 1952, I sowed the 
Sulby with Chou, having sown mustard in the Napean in July, the Lord 
knows why. I then sowed the four acre and the Stud Paddocks with Chou on 
1 December 1952.

In October 1953 I sowed seventy acres of Chou in the Iron Knob and my 
annual report of that year says, ‘The 70 acres of Chou and the Sudan Grass in 
the Sulby look very well and with the silo full of barley and six mounds of 
silage and a lot of grass on the hills, we should be safe.’ That is the kind of 
loose talk that tempts fate.

1954 must have started well because evidently the seventy acres of Chou in 
the Knob were not needed. The crop was sprayed from the air for aphis on 3 
October. Then on 23 October I reported that we had sown 200 acres of Chou
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in the School Paddock which then contained the Wakefield as well. I must 
have had a general idea about growing the stuff for seed, not for fodder or I 
would not have sown so much. Then on 27 October, my friend Scott Hodge, 
of M. F. Hodge and Sons, came up to inspect the crop in the Knob. I think he 
knew about as much about it as I did, which wasn’t much. Evidently we 
both decided that we had to try to reap it and this could not have been a hard 
decision as there was nothing else we could do with it, with the whole farm 
full of feed of every kind. The Chou was far too tall and bulky to feed to 
sheep.

Having decided to reap the Chou in the Knob, I decided that we ought to 
buy a machine that was better suited to the task than the old ground-drive 
M cKay header we had used for reaping the mustard in 1945. I was well 
aware how lucky we had been then and had enough sense not to tempt fate 
the second time. So I ordered a Case Allcrop machine, engine functioned so 
that we could pull it slowly if the crop was heavy. I do not know why we 
selected a Case except that the manager of the Case people in Adelaide was a 
great friend of my father’s.

At that time we were really making money though, of course, would not 
admit it. My diary gives a picture of me rushing around all over the place on 
Advisory Board or Soil Conservation work, telling everyone else how to 
behave. However, in spite of this profligate waste of time, the income tax 
iron had really entered my soul. I suppose it started with the wool boom in 
1951 but we did not have many sheep then. It certainly got a lot worse after 
our mustard crop in 1945. The truth is that it would have been hard not to 
make money at farming in those days, particularly when there was nothing 
owing on your farm.

So income tax was a problem for us so we worked out some cunning tax 
dodging schemes. One of these was that Lorna and I formed a partnership 
and we had to buy farm machinery alternatively, I would buy one machine 
and Lorna would buy the next. I don’t understand why but that is what the 
accountant said, so we did it.

My diary says on 8 December 1954, ‘Took delivery of Case header’ . It was 
Lorna’s turn to pay for it so she signed the cheque with some scathing 
comments about extravagant habits and so on. I think that was on a Friday. 
The following Sunday we were driving around the place as was our wont on 
pleasant Sunday afternoons at that time of the year, when we suddenly came 
across the Case waiting in the Knob ready to go on Monday. “W hat’s it doing 
there?” she asked angrily, ‘Why isn’t it out of the weather in a shed like the 
other header?’ .

There was no convincing answer to this onslaught but she forgave me 
when I was able to tell her on Monday night that I had reaped enough Chou 
in one long day to pay for her machine.

My wretched diary says nothing about the price that Hodges were paying 
for the seed. All I know is that it must have been a contract price and a 
satisfactory one too.

Again we were lucky in the weather. Chou does not ripen right through as 
does mustard. If it had been blazing hot we would have lost a lot of seed from
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the ripe pods at the top of the plant while waiting for the bottom pods to 
ripen. But for six days we had a wonderful burst of cool weather. We started 
reaping on 10 December and had finished by the 16th, and had very little 
trouble which shows that it pays to have machinery fitted to the task. 
Because there was a lot of unripe seed in the sample we took it from the Case 
in half-filled sacks which we carted into the woolshed and laid out on the 
gratings to let the air go through. When it was properly dry we took it down 
to Hodge for them to clean up. This they did and paid us a very satisfactory 
price and everyone was happy, even Lorna.

However, Hodge’s were not as clever at cleaning seed as they thought they 
were and they sent back to us about a thousand pounds weight of seed which 
they could not make saleable. I carted it home and put it in a small bulk 
grain bin in the grain room, hoping to feed it to some chooks about which I 
had delusions at that time. But the chooks spurned the Chou seed so it just sat 
there. Then one day Hodge rang to ask if the chooks had eaten it. ‘No, the 
brutes won’t touch the stu ff, I said sadly. Then he said that there had 
developed a very serious world shortage of Chou seed and he could now offer 
us a pound of money for every pound of seed which the chooks had not eaten. 
Lorna was even more pleased. My diary says nothing about such sordid 
matters but noted that we bought home our second-hand billiard table!

However, I am getting ahead of myself. On 23 October 1954 I noted that 
we had sown 200 acres of Chou in the School Paddock and also (I think) some 
of the Honeysuckle. I must have had seed production in mind even then 
although we had not then reaped the Knob. I really must have had a rush of 
Chou blood to the head to have sown so much for seed. The price was 
certainly high when we sowed the crop but that was no guarantee that it 
would be high when we reapt it over a year later. I should have known that 
the price of small seeds goes up and down like a yo-yo.

By 24 October 1955, the Chou in the School Paddock was about a year old 
and was well over six feet high. Beaping such a bulky crop made me nervous. 
On that day we had a visit from two top English farmers, Dick Merricks and 
Don Cooke. They knew far more about reaping small seeds than I did. They 
told me that I should cut the crop with a binder and let it lie in windrows to 
dry out and then pick it up with the Case. But our ground-drive binder was 
old and I knew that it would not have been man enough for the task. You 
should realise that Chou is also called marrow-stemmed Kale in Europe so 
the six foot high Chou stalks were as thick as young mallees. So we bought a 
twelve or fourteen foot windrower from Horwood Bagshaw Ltd , made in 
Canada. I was making a lot of ensilage in those years and I hoped that the 
windrower would come in handy for that as well as for the Chou.

The windrower did a fair job in the School and Honeysuckle paddocks — 
though the size and toughness of the Chou stalks was still a problem. This 
was even more of a problem when we went along with the Case, picking up 
the dried-out windrows. By that time, the thick stalks had lost all their 
suppleness and were as stiff as dried sticks. This meant that, unless they came 
up the Case canvas lying parallel with the slats on the canvas, they did the
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canvases a lot of harm. Still, in spite of all our problems, my diary notes that 
we had finished reaping the Chou by 29 December, reaping 309 bags of seed. 
Unfortunately nothing was said about price per pound and tragically at that 
time I had ceased making annual reports.

It is worth saying here that the most valuable parts of a farm diary are 
those that give details about prices being then received. I know the mating 
dates and sowing rates and so on are valuable for next year to help with farm 
management from year to year but in twenty years time the most interesting 
entries will prove to be prices, then yields and acreages. It is a great pity that 
my diary does not include a summary of each year’s financial results. This 
would be complicated in Australia where the climatic year ends at about the 
end of December and the financial year ends in June. But we should be able 
to work out a way of combining both lots of information in an annual report. 
You could do it if you really wanted to.

That seems the end of the Chou saga on Merrindie. I suppose that the 
reason is that seed prices fell. However, we continued messing around trying 
to grow small seeds. Perhaps we did so because we had the Case. We tried 
growing canary seed without success. Then we tried reaping Bacchus Marsh 
sub-clover seed after we had fitted a special small threshing drum to the 
Case. We had to buy a clover broom too. We gained a lot of experience but I 
doubt if we made much money or we would have kept going. We also reaped 
some lucerne seed and W immera ryegrass with the same result, much 
experience but little profit. I would be wealthier now if I had not reaped that 
big mustard crop in 1945. That gave me a taste of doing different things in 
different ways and I know too that the effect of paying so much income tax 
warped my thinking. If I had been wiser, I would have thought of more 
profitable ways of avoiding tax, even if it was just sitting around thinking or 
reading or just doing nothing which I could never bring myself to do. 
Instead, I used to rush around after every hare that got up, either chasing it 
myself or urging others to do so.
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Journalism
At a recent Paskeville Field D ay a chap I did not know introduced himself 
and then said how much enjoyment he had got from my writings, ‘Particu
larly your old D ave’s D iary column,’ he said, ‘I will never forget that dog 
Squatter you used to write about’ . I received this commendation with mixed 
feelings; it was nice to be remembered but I couldn’t help thinking it would 
have been even nicer to have been remembered for all the words of wisdom 
that had come from my pen about tariffs, inflation and so on. But this man 
remembered the nonsense I had written about Squatter way back in 1945.

Jerem y Cordeaux at the launching of 
One More N ail, 1978
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Then he went on to embellish his memories by referring to the episode that 
he recalled with startling clarity, how I had entered Squatter in a sheep dog 
trial but he spoilt his appearance and performance by rolling on a dead sheep 
before the trial. I could remember writing about Squatter but I could 
remember nothing about him rolling on a dead sheep so, when I came home 
I went through the Dave’s D iary file carefully, looking for the episode which 
this chap remembered so clearly. I found my description of Squatter’s early 
training, how the only lesson he seemed to have mastered was sitting, hence 
his name, his poor early performance and his later redemption, but nothing 
about him rolling on dead sheep. However, searching for it made me go 
through the early D ave’s and this I admit I found rewarding in a queer kind 
of way, for if they are interesting now, I can imagine how fascinating they 
will be after another fifty years.

The first Dave appeared in the Adelaide Stock Journal on 24 March 1945, 
under the heading, The Droolings of Dave. I don’t know what m ade me 
write it but I presume it must have been boredom . At the time, work took up 
almost all our time and there were no travellers or visitors. If I remember 
rightly, I was boring holes in fence posts, a dull job at any time and boring 
the two bottom holes is particularly boring. Hard and boring work was 
always likely to set me writing. Once, when I was sewing bags which was a 
lousy hot job, with flies at you all the time, I composed a letter to The 
Advertiser protesting about the convention of having to wear both belt and 
braces in hot weather. This was not a subject about which I felt deeply but I 
was just plain bored so I sent it off as a letter to the editor and forgot all about 
it. However, evidently South Australia was full of bored people and The 
Advertiser was short of exciting events so a spirited correspondence sprang up 
which the editor had to close down two weeks later. I wish I knew the date of 
this frivolous behaviour but there is nothing about it in my farm diary. I 
know it was after Christmas when news was short but in which year it was I 
have no idea.

The Droolings of Dave quickly became D ave’s Diary and continued as 
such until 3 April 1946 when I had a rather childish disagreement with the 
Stock Journal editor, Mr Strempel. The column started up again on 28 
January 1959 when I was in parliament and had a secretary to do the really 
hard work. It continued until 29 February 1968, when I was made Minister 
of the Navy. I wrote it while I was Minister for Works, mainly to give me 
something to do because, at that time, the Ministry for Works was a soft cop.

During the period up till April 1946, the column was untainted by politics. 
It began as a way of amusing myself but quickly became a tool for 
influencing people who did not read the Journal of Agriculture or attend 
Agricultural Bureau meetings. In short, it was pitched at a pretty low level. I 
don’t think I did this deliberately but I think simply so simple people 
understand me. I remember once a bright young man who was doing a 
course in agricultural extension in Victoria under Dr Don W illiams, did an 
analysis of my column, measuring the length of the words I used and he 
concluded that my words were the shortest that he had ever measured. So I 
did not set out to attract simple readers but simple people read it,
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particularly farmers’ wives who have far more influence on what happens on 
farms than most clever people realise. So my column became a powerful 
agricultural extension tool, not because it was wise or deep, but because 
everyone read it. For many months the identity of Dave was secret and I used 
to hear some frank and often critical comments from my friends about it. I 
remember my friend, D arcy Cowell, referring scornfully about the low 
quality of this new column in the Stock Journal. He said that he had forgotten 
its name but he thought it was a pity that the paper could not find better 
material to print. Wben I asked him why he read it he answered that he 
couldn’t help reading it because it was a bit funny. I kept it that way because 
it is the natural way for me to write.

I was then very closely connected with the Agricultural Bureau through 
my membership of the Advisory Board of Agriculture so it was natural that I 
was always looking for a chance to get a message across to farmers. Let me 
give an example of doing this. In the soil conservation chapter I have 
described how we m ade our first contour banks to combat soil erosion in 
1938 and how Bob Herriot became the State Soil Conservator and how we 
formed the State Soil Conservation Committee on which we both served. It 
was natural then that I should use D ave’s D iary to get the soil conservation 
message across to farmers. I did it this way. Clarkson was D ave’s neighbour, a 
know-all, self-righteous person who was always trying to belt better farming 
methods into D ave’s unwilling and limited understanding. The following 
two Daves appeared consequently on 12 and 19 September 1945.

Friday, August 24— Clarkson told me yesterday that he was expecting the 
Soil Conservator (Mr. Herriot) up to-day, and he would bring him over after 
dinner. So I spent part of the morning practising what I would say to him. I 
was going to point out that the farm  belonged to me (or, at least, to the 
banker and me), and I would treat it as I liked. I w asn’t going to be rude to 
the chap, but all the same, I w as going to make it pretty plain that I didn’t 
hold with these new-fangled ideas about soil erosion. After dinner I walked 
across to meet Clarkson and Mr. Herriot as they walked across Clarkson’s 
flat paddock, having a look at the dam age that had been done. Mr. Herriot 
gave me the impression that he was real pleased to see me— in fact, had 
been w aiting to meet me for years. And how was the family? And the 
crops? And w asn’t the weather a cow? And what a fine-looking dog. Before 
long I found myself thinking that he wasn’t a bad kind of a coot. Then we 
wandered around Clarkson’s flat and my bare hill, where the water runs 
from and we talked about this and that, and Mr. Herriot was always asking 
my opinion, in the most pleasant way, and before long I was calling him 
Bob, and he was calling me Dave. Then a dreamy look came into his eye, 
and he started talking about whether I thought any of the boys were going 
to be farmers. I said I thought they wouldn’t have enough brains to be 
anything else. Then he kind of suggested that we parents (and he’s a father 
too) had a duty to our children, and “ I suppose you would say, Dave, old 
chap, that your duty to your children would be to leave your farm  in good 
order, so your kids would have a chance.” O f course, when he put it like 
that I had to agree. Then he got talking about how some farmers didn’t 
seem to have my ability to see things in that light, and how some were 
selfish and others were ignorant. I felt quite indignant with them. After a
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while I asked him in to afternoon tea, and he got talking to Mary about 
scones and kids, and had a cup of tea in the kitchen, and played with the 
kids. M ary was fairly purring. Then he said, “T hat’s rather a bare hill over 
by Clarkson’s, Dave. You ought to be able to grow more on it than you are 
doing.” I said I had been meaning to do something about it for years, but 
didn’t know how to start. So we walked back over it, and scratched around 
to see how deep the soil was, and then he said he must be going. So I asked 
him to come back soon, and we’d have another yarn about it. He said he 
would after he had had time to have a think over the problem.

All this time Clarkson had been keeping well in the background, which 
was just as well, because I didn’t want him putting his bib in. But he didn’t 
seem at all surprised about how things were going. I have an idea 
something like this happened to him once.

Anyhow, old Bob is going to come back soon, and we are going to draw 
out a plan (that will make “ G randpa” happy) to stop the water running off 
that bare hill on to Clarkson’s flat.

So I went home fairly oozing virtue, and patted the kids’ heads, and told 
them I was going to see that they got a decent chance. And M ary said, 
“W hat a nice m an, Dave, and so fond of chidren, too. I hope you are going 
to do what he says.”

Thursday, August 30—Bob Herriot called in again to-day, and he had 
another look at my bare hill. You remember that I said it was too stony to 
cultivate. It is not stony all over, but has ridges of stone too close together 
for easy working. Well, we decided that I would sow with grasses the 
country that I could get a combine over properly, some time next year. We 
would run a series of contour furrows around the hill, so as to stop the 
water running off. I wasn’t quite sure what contour furrows were, but 
didn’t like to tell Mr. Herriot this, so waited till this evening, when I rang 
Clarkson, and he said that they were just single plough furrows ploughed 
around.the hill on the level. Then Mr. Herriot said that I ought to be 
prepared to top-dress the pasture every year, and that he thought he could 
help me to get an allotment of super for this. I started to tell him that I 
didn’t hold with putting super on top of the ground—it should be put in the 
ground; but just as I was getting my argument going Mr. Herriot said: “Yes, 
it was funny the ideas some of those old-fashioned farmers h ad .” That 
rather knocked me, so I just gave in quietly. Then we started talking about 
what kind of pasture we ought to plant. He kept asking me what I thought, 
which was rather awkward, because the only grass I know well is barley 
grass, because the seeds of that stick in my socks in the late spring. I said, 
after a bit of pressing, that I always thought that lucerne would do well in 
the district. That isn’t quite true, because Clarkson has been trying to get 
me to sow lucerne for years, but I have always said that mine w as a wheat 
farm .

But I couldn’t very well say, “W hat about sowing some barley grass?” to 
Mr. Herriot, could I? He thought that we could try some lucerne, but it 
ought to be sown in the spring, because of the lucerne flea, and it w as too 
late to prepare the ground for lucerne this year. Anyhow, we decided to 
cultivate the arable portions to be ready to sow some grasses next autumn, 
and in the meantime he will do some more thinking. He’s a terrible bloke 
for “ thinking” ; I don’t hold with too much of it myself.

Then we went in and had some afternoon tea. He had remembered the
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names of the kids, so Mary fairly plied him with hot scones. Then he told 
Mary all about what we were going to do. Mary tried to look intelligent, 
and said that we ought to ask her cousin, young Fred, who is studying 
agricultural science at the University, to come up for his holidays, as he 
might be able to teach me a bit about grasses. T hat’s the last straw. Young 
Freddie! Cripes, he’s only about 19, and now he’s coming up to help me run 
the farm ! At present I ’ve got Mary, Clarkson, the banker, my new book, Mr. 
M cLachlan, Bob Herriot, and “ G randpa” , helping me, and now I’m going 
to have young Freddie. Cripes!

That is a good way of getting the message across to ordinary people, 
particularly farmers’ wives. However, I do not pretend that I wrote the diary 
solely as an agricultural medium. Some of it was just plain simple fun. The 
following sad story of 29 August 1945 is a sample.

Wednesday, August 29— I had to go into the town to-day to get M ary’s 
sister, Ellen. Rather a nice girl, Ellen, but whenever she comes to stay at 
our place M ary always gets dissatisfied. The trouble is that Ellen is married 
to a clerk in a stock agent’s office, who works from 9 till 5! And they have a 
nice home, with all the extras, you know— a washing machine, refrigerator, 
electric sweeper, and all that. And Ellen always looks nice and fresh (you 
know what I mean) with her nails painted and hair permed. I must admit 
she doesn’t try to put on any dog, but all the same M ary and she are soon 
whispering in corners, and M ary starts to get irritable. When I take Ellen 
away in a week’s time I know what will happen. It has happened before, 
and I can see it is going to happen again. Mary will start a cam paign. I will 
find her quietly crying into her apron, and when I try to comfort her she 
will say, “ Go away! You don’t care what happens to me. You don’t mind if I 
have to slave aw ay all day and night. You don’t mind if I wear my fingers 
to the bone washing, sweeping and cooking. You’re not like Ellen’s husband, 
who gives her everything. I don’t have any conveniences, any comforts, or 
any consideration. No wonder I look worn out. I suppose everyone is saying, 
‘Poor Mary, m arried a brute like D ave.’ I don’t know why I married you, 
you brute!’ ”

So I will go and think things over in the grain room. She will get over it 
before long so I don’t worry over much. But all the same there is a fair bit 
in what she says. She doesn’t have much compared to Ellen. Still, she gets 
plenty of cream!

Poor old Dave always used to go and sit in the grain room when Mary and 
the world became too much for him.

When I recommenced writing D ave’s D iary again in January 1959 when I 
got into parliam ent, its character gradually changed from being a column 
mainly about farm ing to one concentrating more on politics. I was gradually 
becoming immersed in the tariff battle in particular, and also in politics 
generally, so I naturally wrote more and more of what interested me. Let me 
give an example of how I used the column to help me in my tariff campaign. 
Remember that now Clarkson is in parliament and up to his navel in the 
swamp inhabited by high tariff alligators. I quote from the column of 12 
May 1965.
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I think old Clarkson likes to be Deputy W hip; it is evidently not an 
im portant job, but he, of course, likes to think that it is, because he loves 
bossing people about and telling them what they have to do next.

So he gets a feeling of importance which of course, he loves above all 
things.

Then there was a small debate on tariffs and during this everybody got 
stuck into old Clarkson and I ’ve a feeling that they were getting their own 
back for getting bossed about by him.

Of course no one can claim that I am one of Clarkson’s most avid 
admirers, but all the same, on this tariff question, I ’ve an uneasy feeling 
that the old boy is about right.

And I didn’t like to see him getting done over by one and all.
I expected the Labor Party chaps to tear into him, which of course, they 

did.
And some of the metropolitan Liberals joined in, which I understand is 

usual.
But I must admit I was very surprised to find that the Country Party 

members joined in also.
I was always under the impression that the Country Party were 

traditionally against high tariffs, but evidently this is changing.

There were many opportunities to use the column in this rather underhand 
way. For instance, at the beginning of each Federal election I used to open 
Clarkson’s cam paign with some cynical comments about his unfortunate 
habit of talking far too often and for far too long and his general know-all 
tendencies but, as polling day drew closer, Dave gradually came to recognise 
that Clarkson, in spite of his manifest shortcomings, was the best of a bad lot 
of very ordinary candidates. Once, when my Labor opponent was a good 
shearer called Phelan, I got Dave to write that he thought that good shearers 
were far too valuable to be wasted in parliament. I met Phelan on the 
campaign trail towards the end of the campaign and I was surprised to find 
that he thought that I had been unfair!

Perhaps I am inclined to over emphasise the influence that Dave had on 
the understanding of my electorate about politics in general and tariffs in 
particular. Perhaps they just got sick of me pounding the tariff drum all the 
time and indeed that may have been why they turned against me at the 1977 
preselection. It is always hard for an author to make a correct assessment of 
the influence of his own work. But even if I was wrong about the influence of 
my column on my readers, there is no room for doubt about the benefit of 
writing a column is to its author. Doing the necessary digging to uncover the 
facts and then spelling them out for all to read and, if necessary, contest, 
makes you see things clearly. And I had another incentive to write clearly. 
When I took in a column into Lorna and she found it hard to follow I had to 
take it away and do it again because, as she used to say, if she could not 
understand it, neither could many of the people for whom it was written.

Before I leave D ave’s Diary, I must make a brief mention of another 
similar column that I wrote much later called Clarkson Says. I wrote this 
towards the end of my time in parliament when I was also writing the 
Modest Member column. Clarkson Says was written for the Queensland
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Country Life  and also for a NSW  country paper. When my Modest Farm er 
column died earlier this year (1987), the Queensland Graingrower in 
Toowoomba wanted to reprint some of them so I sent the whole file up to 
them and they are still using them. When I posted them away I could not 
help being proud of the careful and simple way it was spelt out that tariffs 
dam aged exporters. I must get them back one day and read them again.

When John Gorton sacked me as Minister for the Navy at the end of 1969, 
I came home with my tail between my legs and started to perform like a 
spoilt child. I knew that I had not been a disaster as Minister for the Navy so 
getting the boot was not pleasant. You should realise that a chap has to be 
something of an egotist to get elected to parliament. You have to go round 
introducing yourself to everyone you see and asking them to vote for you so 
you have to be a bit queer before you start or you would not do it. Then the 
longer you are in parliam ent, the queerer you get. This egotistical streak 
becomes worse if you become a minister when too many people treat you 
with far too much respect. So I came home feeling very sorry for myself. 
However, instead of weeping into her handkerchief, Lorna said, severely, 
‘You haven’t done much real thinking since you became a minister. Why 
don’t you start writing articles again like Dave’s D iary but with less about 
farm ing and more about politics? You will do more good for yourself and the 
causes in which you believe than by going around being sorry for yourself.’

The Kelly team
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So we sat down at the kitchen table that night and roughed out three 
Modest Member articles. The characters, the wife Mavis, Fred the farmer 
and Eccles the economist, seemed to suddenly appear to fit the column as if 
made to measure. I took the articles into the office the next day and Flo, my 
wonderful secretary, and I licked them into shape and we posted copies to the 
Adelaide Stock Journal, the Financial Review and the Independent in WA 
and they all took them and asked for more. I also sent them to Chris 
Griffiths, the editor of the Victorian Stock and Land  but he knocked them 
back. He told me two years later, when he too started taking them, that he 
did not think I could maintain the standard.

The first ‘Modest’ appeared in the Financial Review on 28 November 1969 
and continued in that paper till 22 October 1980 when The Bulletin took it 
and ran it till 17 June 1985, and The Australian took it till 26 January 1987. 
Stock and Land  in Melbourne dropped it in 1987 when that paper was 
bought out by the Fairfax people, so that only left the Stock Journal and the 
Queensland Graingrower, and doing all the reading and research necessary 
to maintain a proper standard was too much trouble, so the ‘Modest’ column 
died on 29 May 1987, having appeared 898 times.

It is impossible for me to judge the influence of those 898 ‘Modests’ . The 
fact that they always appeared in the same location on Friday’s Financial 
Review gave them a certain authority or notoriety and I knew that they were 
having some influence when Jack McEwen spoke disparagingly about them 
in parliament. Though I cannot judge their influence, I can read them over 
with a sense of quiet satisfaction that what I wrote has stood the test of time. 
As with D ave’s Diary, Lorna’s pungent criticisms helped. The discipline of 
having to prepare a weekly column was the kind of spur that a lazy man like 
me needs. I knew too that there were many high protectionists waiting to 
jump on me if I was wrong. This had been a factor with Dave but was 
stronger with the ‘Modests’ because of the large financial readership of the 
‘Modests’ . I got a lot of fun out of the column, more fun than Lorna because 
people started to call her Mavis and this was not at all nice when Mavis was 
so utterly different to Lorna, I am glad to say. Just fancy being married to a 
Mavis who had a rabid determination to make you a minister so you could 
have a State funeral and have something to look foward to.

Flo kept an excellent index from one to number 410 but from then on I was 
on my own so the index became lazy and untidy. But if I were a budding MP, 
I would give anything to be able to wade through, at leisure, those 898 
‘Modests’ . And for researchers in the future they will be invaluable in helping 
to understand rural politics of that time.
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Meetings
Meetings have been the bane of my life. Certainly if I had not been so busy 
going to meetings while I was still trying to be a proper farmer, Merrindie 
would have been a  far better farm  than it is. It seems to be a family weakness 
for us to spend too much time running around the country telling other 
farmers what they ought to do instead of stopping home doing it.

My first important meeting was way back in 1933 when I went to 
Hawkesbury in NSW  to talk to the NSW  Agricultural Bureau Annual 
Conference. NSW  had evolved their own Agricultural Bureau later than we 
had and there w as (and is) a  good deal of useful exchange of personnel and 
ideas between the two organisations. However, my visit in 1933 did not 
spring from such an exchange, it cam e because my father had spoken to their 
conference in 1928 and was well regarded by them. Also he was then a

The M inister fo r  the N avy comes aboard , 1969
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member of the Tariff Board so when he suggested that he would appreciate it 
if his son Bert could be asked to speak at the 1933 conference, I suppose they 
must have found it difficult to refuse. So the invitation came and I agreed to 
speak about the theory and practice of stud sheep breeding. Of course I had 
swotted the subject up, or the theory of it anyway, so I agreed without, I fear, 
a proper sense of shame or embarrassment. I suppose a cynic today could 
have been able to foretell that I was doomed to end up in politics because, 
even then, ignorance was no barrier to eloquence.

So to NSW  I went, in 1933, right in the depths of the depression. I went 
first by train to Parkes and stayed with Mr H. K. Nock of Nelungaloo, a 
stalwart of orderly marketing and the Farmers and Settlers Association and 
who later became the MHR for Riverina. My uncle, D ave Kelly, also lived 
near Parkes. They took me along to Hawkesbury where I gave tongue in due 
course and no one minded much.

A few years ago (1980) I was again asked to speak to their annual 
conference, this time at Orange. I had asked them to dig out the details of 
what I had said in 1933 and I tried to seem surprised to find that not one 
person in that audience then (1980) could remember my message. But I had 
also asked them to dig out what my father had said to their conference in 
1928 and they were good enough to do this. The title of his paper was, Peas in 
a Wheat Rotation in the Lower North of South Australia, but what was really 
interesting was to tell them that, in 1928, when father gave the paper, we 
were growing the same pea varieties that we were growing about fifty-five 
years later. I told them then that if ever there was a good argument for 
having a system of plant variety rights, this one would be hard to beat. There 
have been developments in pea breeding since then but progress has been far 
too slow and certainly one reason for this is the absence till recently of plant 
variety rights legislation.

However, meetings did not really get me by the throat until I was 
appointed to the Advisory Board of Agriculture and the Soil Conservation 
Committee in the early 1940s. From then on meetings gradually got worse. 
On my return from my Nuffield Farm ing Scholarship trip in 1951, the trickle 
became a torrent. Since the beginning of 1950 until I became a MP in 1958 I 
had spent 150 days away from the farm attending some kind of meeting. 
Farm ing must have been profitable to carry that kind of a load.

Agro-politics is a time consuming business and too often is carried on by 
old people who have the time to attend meetings. The younger and more 
dynamic farmers are usually busy at home founding a family or a fortune. 
And generally farm ing organisations are too lousy to pay good young farmers 
enough to encourage them to play a bigger part in farming politics.

When I became a MP in 1958 I had more meetings than ever and they 
were mostly dull beyond belief. In December 1976 I wrote a Modest Member 
article which spells out the misery of meetings. It appears in One More Nail 
but is worth using again. It read,

‘One of the occupational hazards of being a MP is going to meetings. I am 
always about to go to a meeting, or be at one, or on my way home from 
one. I keep having a nightmare—when I die and go to hell I will have to 
attend meetings without end.
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‘My nightmare runs something like this. The morning after my arrival, a 
chap comes around and announces that the annual meeting of such and 
such society is to be held in the Town Hall, and as part of my punishment, 
my presence is obligatory. So after a breakfast of bread and water, I go to 
the institute to find four tired souls waiting there with apathetic 
indifference. The meeting was scheduled for 9 am but at 9.45 we wandered 
inside. It w as hot, hell being w hat it is, but we had been told that we must 
wear our dark suits plus tie. There were five of us and a large florid person 
in the chair. He gave tongue for about half an hour but it was hard to find 
what he was talking about. Then he sat down and we tried to clap wearily. 
Then he stood up again and announced that it was our first task to elect a 
secretary. We all looked imploringly or accusingly at one another but, hell 
being what it is, no one volunteered. Having been through the secretarial 
mangle before, the others were resolutely determined to do absolutely 
nothing. Then they all stared at me but, though I m ay have been a new 
boy in hell, I am  a very old boy at meetings so with my customary cool and 
smooth footwork, I sidestepped the issue.

‘We broke for luncheon and headed for the pub, but the refrigerator had 
broken down, so the beer was warm  and the flies were bad as you would 
expect in hell. When we got into gear again after lunch, we still could not 
get a secretary, so we eventually broke up at 6 pm with the grim warning 
that we would have to reassemble again in the morning.

‘The situation was saved the next morning by the unexpected arrival of an 
ex-Minister of State who everyone expected would end up in heaven but to 
his surprise he was drafted to hell. The poor man was so bemused by his 
fate that he w as m ade secretary before he knew what had happened to him.

‘Then we drew up a constitution. Long and bitter experience has taught 
me that most organisations put much more time and effort in drawing up 
their rules than doing what they had set out to do. We put endless effort 
into arguing whether we should have one or two vice-presidents or whether 
we should add the prefix “ royal” to our title. This last suggestion hardly 
seemed proper for a hellish organisation.

‘For two more days we slogged away on such important questions, all the 
time wearing our dark suits and ties. On Thursday afternoon we were still 
hard at it, trying to decide whether our constitution should insist on having 
a meeting every week, when there was a commotion outside and a message 
was sent in. The chairm an read it and then told us in hushed tones that the 
Lord and M aster would like to pay us a visit.

‘So He cam e in and we all stood respectfully to attention. He gave us a 
thin smile and an hour’s talk about the esprit de corps of the place and then 
inquired from the chairm an how we were getting on with our meeting. The 
chairm an then told a lot of lies about how keen everyone was and so on.

‘Then we were introduced to his Lordship. When he cam e to me he said, 
“ Oh yes, I ’ve heard of you. You write a bit, in a modest way, I understand.
I w ant you to write a little piece each week in the Hell Magazine, extolling 
the virtues of high tariffs. You’ll be happy to do this, won’t you?” I 
protested that my inclination w as in the opposite direction but his reply was 
quick. “ It’s part of your punishment, my dear fellow. Anyhow, most of the 
people down here are high tariff advocates and I am sure they will be 
interested in what you have to say.”

‘Then he swept out, holding his tail nonchalantly over his arm and we 
settled down to our meeting again and by Friday night we had just about
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selected the delegates to the annual general meeting of the central council 
and resolved that we would take up our high duties again on Monday.

‘I spent the weekend working away at my article. This is the first time I 
have really missed Eccles. He, of course, was not in hell. Economists almost 
always go to Heaven where they quarrel incessantly around the Throne. So 
I wrote doggedly all the weekend, on my own, extolling the virtues of high 
tariffs. It was hellish!’

Another meeting that rates a mention was when I was asked in 1961 to speak 
to the Oxford Farm ing Conference about Australian farming problems. The 
meeting was chaired by my friend, John Rowsell, the president of the 
Farm ers Club and was held in the prestigious Oxford Town Hall. I was 
terribly nervous and unfortunately I was preceded by a most fluent speaker 
and as he was eloquently covering himself with glory, I looked down from the 
platform at poor Lorna who must have been as worried as I was about how 
ordinary I would appear after such a fine display. It was our silver wedding 
anniversary too, which did not make me feel any more confident. I had a 
good solid speech prepared, full of facts and figures, telling the tale of the 
dam age that they were doing to us. This was not a message they could be 
expected to receive with enthusiasm at any time but to hear it from a rather 
incoherent farmer from overseas, and following such eloquence, m ade it 
worse. Fortunately I did not try to compete but told them this mundane 
story.

The Minster fo r  Works opening the new Victoria River Bridge in the NT, 1967
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Dave and M abel, two legendary Australian characters, came to Sydney 
and stayed at a hotel where the plumbing was much better than at home. At 
10 pm Mabel asked D ave to get her a drink of water so he padded down to 
the bathroom and returned with a glass of water. An hour later M abel was 
still thirsty, so again D ave did his duty and returned with another glass of 
water. At midnight M abel was still thirsty but this time Dave returned with 
an empty glass. ‘W hat’s wrong, D ave, have they run out of w ater?’ she 
asked. ‘N o,’ D ave replied, ‘There is someone sitting on the well!’ Minutes 
later, when the laughter subsided, I added, ‘And there are some people in this 
hall sitting on our w ell.’

When I returned to Australia House, D oug McKay, who was our 
Agricultural Officer at our High Commission, received me with open arms 
and told me that my irreverent story had gone echoing around the corridors 
of power in Whitehall and had done more good than dozens of lectures. Kim 
was in England at the time, as a P&O Rural Youth scholar, and he said that 
he had sometimes been accused of being the son of that man who had told 
that awful story at Oxford.

The only other speech to which I will refer is the one I made at the Princes 
Old Scholars’ dinner in July 1966. Addressing an audience of men with 
whom you have been at school and who know many of your manifold 
human weaknesses, is a frightening task, I got through it somehow. Two 
months later I met a chap who had been at the dinner. He then told me how 
much he had enjoyed my performance. My bosom started to swell with pride 
but he quickly deflated it by explaining that his wife had been giving him the 
treatment because he persisted in clinging to his old, out of fashion, double 
breasted dinner suit. Evidently when he told her that the guest of honour at 
the Princes dinner was also arrayed in old fashioned gear, she had got off his 
back. It is not surprising that I am so modest.

The most demeaning aspect of most political branch meetings is that most 
speakers seem to think that the members of the audience, being nearly all 
dedicated party members, will only want to hear paeans of praise about the 
people and the activities of their particular party, together with policy and 
personal denigration of rival political parties. Liberals are bad enough; if you 
attend a Liberal Rural council meeting, the politicians spend most of their 
time telling you what they think you want to hear and any critical 
examination of Liberal Party policy or activity by a Liberal MP is frowned 
on as disloyalty. But meetings of the National Party are far worse in this 
regard. It was only when I had left parliament and was speaking at National 
Party meetings that I found this out. I remember going to Warren with Ralph 
Hunt to speak at a National meeting. Ralph is an intelligent person and on 
the trip from Dubbo he talked in a sensible way about the strength and 
weaknesses of people and policies in the political scene; but when he stood up 
to speak, he talked a lot of nonsense and denigrated every aspect of Labor 
Party policies, even aspects about which he had been quite responsible in his 
criticisms on the trip out. After attending many National meetings, I can 
understand how M cEwen was able to pull the tariff wool over his party’s 
eyes; most of his members would have believed anything he said as long as it
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was w rapped around with hatred and distrust of the Labor Party, and 
probably of the Liberal Party too, if I was not present.

When I left parliam ent at the end of 1977 I naturally thought that I would 
not receive many invitations to speak at meetings. It has been a shock to me 
then to go through my diary since then to find that I seemed to speak more 
often than when I was in parliament.

Recently I was preening myself because speaking invitations were still 
coming in when Lorna brought me down to earth by saying that the main 
reason for these invitations was that I had a gold pass, so people knew that 
they did not have to pay my travelling expenses. I am afraid she is right, as 
usual.

Com ing to the end o f the road
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Epilogue
When W illiam and Jane Kelly left the Isle of Man in 1838 they could have 
had no conception of the mark they and their progeny would make in their 
new land. In December 1938 we held our centenary celebrations at Cudlee 
Creek and about 300 people attended. In October 1988 we will hold a 150 
year celebration in Adelaide and we expect that well over a 1000 people will 
be there.

W illiam was a farmer and a great many of his descendants have been 
farmers. Perhaps we did not have enough brains to do anything else but I 
think that hereditary influences had something to do with our choice. When 
studying the history of the Isle of Man I learned that, in the early 1800s, the 
main industries were smuggling and farming. I admit that there have been 
traces of free trading in our family’s past (and even present) but in Australia 
there was never much of an opportunity to make a steady living at 
smuggling. So it was to farm ing we turned.

I wrote this book with encouragement from my progeny who were curious 
about how things were done in the past on Merrindie. Since I began the task 
it seems that Kim and D ale will lease the farm to David and Janet Law s of 
NZ, for five years. However, our grandson Craig, the fifth generation of 
Kellys on Merrindie, assures us that he intends to go back and run the farm 
when he has got football out of his system. I am glad of this. I know it is no 
better than many other farms and indeed it is untidier than most, but it has 
been good to many of us. We know its strengths and weaknesses as it knows 
ours. That is why I have called the book, Merrindie, A Fam ily’s Farm .
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