
SOUTHBOUND

When the day came to say goodbye to 'Mother England', it was impossible not to get 
excited. I don't remember how we met the rest of the party. All I know is that the five boys 
from Clapham joined 17 other boys and 25 girls at the dockside at Tilbury ready to 
undertake the greatest adventure of our young lives. Very soon we would be on our way to
the port of Fremantle in Western Australia. The ship was huge; far bigger than anything I 
had ever seen or imagined; the long black sides seemed to stretch for miles. On the bow 
large letters formed the name Otranto. This magnificent ship then, was to be our home for 
the next month. We had two women to look after us on the voyage. When they announced
we could go on board, there was a scramble as we picked up our small pieces of luggage 
and climbed the gangway.
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Stewards dressed in immaculate white uniforms took us down into the depths of the
ship and into our four-berth cabins. When it was seen that there were double-decker 



bunks, there was a mad scramble to get the top bed. But once we had sorted ourselves 
out there was time to resume some kind of rational thought. It had been a day packed with 
incident and excitement; something I had never dreamed would ever happen to me. I 
wasn't totally convinced that it wasn't all a dream still. The thing that told me otherwise, 
was the nagging realisation that my prize pocket knife that Mr Griffiths had given me as a 
parting gift, was still sitting in the basket beneath my Clapham dormitory bed. No doubt 
Skram would have given it to one of her grandsons.

It was nearly noon on 29 April 1933 when the Otranto sailed. The top decks were 
crowded with passengers, most of them holding one end of a long, coloured paper 
streamer. The other end was held by a friend or relative on the dockside below. With 
hundreds of multi-coloured streamers looping between ship and shore, the scene was like 
some thing out of a fairy-tale.  Yet being swamped from all sides by the emotion of the 
occasion, I couldn't help but feel a touch of sadness at the sight of such a mass parting. To
think that so many people were separating from their loved ones was too close to my own 
experience for me to be wildly happy. But despite this conflict, my excitement couldn't be 
suppressed entirely, although it was tempered by the strangely moving sight of people left 
behind on the quayside, now growing smaller and smaller as we drew away into the 
Thames and headed for the open sea.

Once away from Tilbury, any feeling of melancholy quickly disappeared; there was 
too much activity on board that begged attention. The ship was not only our new home, it 
was a complete self-contained town with all the amenities for a thousand people.  There 
were so many decks that the first thing to remember was how to identify ours. Then there 
were bathrooms, dining room and recreational areas to discover. Naturally, the dining room
became our first priority, and when the travelling gong called us to the first sitting, it was 
music to the ears. And when we were shown to our tables where neatly dressed waiters 
served us food that we had rarely seen before, the fairy-tale seemed to be a little closer to 
reality.

By the time lunch was over, a distinct dipping and gentle swaying of the ship could 
be felt. I enjoyed this movement; it was a constant reminder of the great adventure we 
were on. Even when I was snug in my bottom bunk (the top bunk having been 
commandeered by a bigger kid) where sleep could induce dreams of a troubled past, the 
ship's distinct motion would instantly return me to reality.

The first few days on board the Otranto were spent in getting to know each other. 
There was plenty of opportunity for it.  We walked the upper decks.  We played newly 
learned deck quoits and tennis, and we revelled in the discovery of strange new hiding 
places when playing hide and seek. When we achieved harmony in our relationships, we 
invited children of foreign migrants to join us, where the difficulties of language were easily
overcome by substituting signs, mime and trust for words.  But for me, the most fascinating
passengers of all were the soldiers. About 30 of them were on their way to reinforce the 
British garrison at Aden. I liked to get up early to watch them go through their paces. 
Stripped to the waist, they went from one exercise to another on the orders from an officer 
with a voice like the barking of a savage dog. Then, with the physical training over they 
pulled their rifles to pieces, cleaning every part, before reassembling them for inspection. 
The finale was a demonstration of rifle movements carried out with a precision that had me
spellbound, there was something about those soldiers that had me up on the top deck time
after time.

Despite the warnings about the probability of boisterous weather through the Bay of
Biscay, the crossing turned out to be pleasantly calm, and we had a practical geography 
lesson when we passed through the Straits of Gibraltar into the Mediterranean Sea.  By 
this time, we had learnt the advantages to be gained by making friends with the cabin 
stewards and waiters. An extra blanket sometimes came in handy, while a return helping of
a favourite pudding could only be had by cultivating the right contacts.



One morning, I awoke to a strange stillness: we had arrived at Naples. We watched 
enviously as many passengers went ashore, while all we could do was to get a glimpse of 
the city over the dockside buildings. The next few days were very pleasant. The 
Mediterranean was at its best; a rich, deep blue, reflecting the colour of a cloudless sky. 
Life could not have been more pleasant.

Our excitement peaked at Port Said after we were told that an outing awaited us 
there.  Port Said was a different world from anything I had ever seen. There were strange 
new sights and sounds everywhere; not to mention the smells. On both sides of the narrow
streets, quaint little shops stocked a variety of mysterious produce in a multitude of odd-
looking bottles and jars. Other stalls, open to the flies and heat, sold all kinds of fruit and 
vegetables. Wherever we went there were crowds of brown people dressed in white robes 
and many with a strange head-dress that covered their necks.  After our walk through the 
streets, we were taken to a huge white building where lunch was provided. Then a native 
'gully-gully' man entertained us. He started by performing tricks of magic perfected with the
assistance of his wand accompanied by the obligatory uttering of the words 'gully-gully'.  It 
worked every time.  Then he started playing on an instrument that looked a bit like a tin 
whistle, but with one end shaped like a bell. The sound that came from the bell had a 
haunting piercing tone, shrill yet melodic. While my ears were still adjusting to this strange 
new sound, the gully-gully man whipped the cover off a straw basket at his feet and 
directed the music into it.  From out of the depths of the basket, a dark object stirred itself 
and slowly appeared above the rim. A moment later and the broad hood of a snake was 
clearly visible. Momentarily, I went numb and glanced surreptitiously about looking for an 
avenue of escape.  The others remained unmoved. Fearful of being accused of cowardice,
I stayed. It was nail-biting drama. The snake was half out of the basket now, swaying from 
side to side and gradually becoming lulled by the rhythm of the music until it succumbed to
its complete control. After a while, the gully-gully man, by skilful direction of his instrument, 
returned the snake to its basket, and the drama was over. That night, when we were safely
back on board, our cabins echoed to the sound of aspiring gully-gully men and tin whistles.
For a group of underprivileged English children, it had been an experience to remember.

The next stop was Aden, where the Otranto anchored some distance offshore in 
water that was cluttered with flotsam. Towering mountains dominated the buildings of the 
town, struggling to hold its grip on the barren slopes of the foothills. It had the look of 
desolation. It was here we said a sad farewell to our soldiers as they went through their 
paces for the last time.  Despite the heat of the day, they were as smart as ever in their 
khaki tunics and pith helmets, and we felt a distinct sense of loss as they shouted a brisk 
acknowledgement as each name was called by the barking sergeant. With the parade 
over, they picked up their packs, their bulging kitbags, and their rifles, and clambered down
a gangway into a waiting launch. Then with a final wave they headed for shore.

Meanwhile several small canoes closed on the Otranto, the slender produce-laden 
craft lying low in the water appearing in constant danger of swamping.  Passengers 
crowding the ship's rail lost no time in bargaining, and with price agreed, a thin weighted 
line thrown from the canoe to the customer established the medium by which goods and 
money were exchanged. This method of transacting business made fascinating watching. 
But even with my limited experience of commerce, I couldn't help thinking that the trader 
took all the risks as he watched his produce disappear amongst the crowd knowing full 
well there was no guarantee of his money being returned inside the small bag on the end 
of the rope. However, trading continued for several hours with little dispute, indicating 
mutual satisfaction.

Other entertainment introduced itself with the arrival of a host of small native boys 
swimming amongst the boats urging passengers to toss coins into the sea. Their pleas 
were enthusiastically answered by a shower of small change pocking the patches of 
sheltered water, each coin being pursued by a supple brown body in an attempt to retrieve 



it before it reached the bottom. Each boy's progress through the water was followed with 
keen interest, and when the diver broke surface jubilantly displaying his prize, the donor 
acknowledged his achievement with an appreciative wave.  And the novelty proved 
contagious. For the next hour or two the tireless duck-divers reaped a rich harvest from 
beneath the sea, storing the booty inside their mouths.  Enterprise and ingenuity were 
never better illustrated. The survival techniques so practically demonstrated by these 
people was a rare education, and more than an adequate substitution for formal lessons 
during the voyage.  It almost seemed as though the Aden children influenced our own 
attitude, because for the remainder of the trip, all children, regardless of language 
difficulties, played together more readily than before.

It was all excitement on the morning we reached Colombo. An all-day excursion 
featuring a visit to the zoo had been announced. Hurrying off the ship, we piled aboard a 
waiting bus that had obviously once boasted brilliant colouring, but now stood faded and 
wilted in the tropical heat. After a careful check to make sure no one had been trampled 
underfoot in the rush for seats, we set out full of chatter into the unknown. Leaving 
civilisation behind, we plunged into another planet, a world of giant trees and tangled 
undergrowth where masses of twisted vines created forbidding blackness, concealing 
unbelievable scary creatures both real and imagined. Possessed with an unfounded horror
of snakes, I sought release from self-torture in conversation, only to find it practically non-
existent, as substituted oohs and aahs were gasped out as each new phenomenon was 
sighted. One such sight followed us continuously, much to our growing discomfort. 
Coasting along bumpy dirt roads, clouds of dust spewed out from beneath our vehicle 
leaving the jungle clad in a rich red contrasting fringe. Inevitably, some of it penetrated the 
interior. 

When we entered the zoo grounds, the ancient bus seemed grateful for being 
sheltered beneath a canopy of coconut trees. Happy enough to escape the heat and dust, 
we gathered expectantly in the shade, and while waiting for the stragglers to assemble, I 
looked up to see a cluster of large green pods suspended from beneath an umbrella of 
latticework fronds. They were the most unusual coconuts I'd ever seen. They were nothing
like the nuts I had shied at during Chalford's carnival season.  But while I was still trying to 
work it out, the unravelling of the mystery had already begun.  A slip of a lad was climbing 
one of the trees, his tentacle-like arms and legs shinning up the smooth trunk with 
staggering agility. His skill took him quickly to the fruit, and with a few vigorous twists, he 
sent several of the biggest pods hurtling to the ground. Then with a speed that left us 
gasping, the boy slithered down the trunk and stood before us acknowledging our 
generous applause with a wide smile that revealed a set of brilliant white teeth enhancing 
his pleasant brown face. But there was more to come.  Picking up the biggest pod in both 
hands, he plunged it fiercely onto a metal spike protruding from the ground at a convenient
height for the purpose, causing a jagged open wound; this was repeated until the whole 
pod became a mass of lacerated fibre, easing the boy's task of peeling away the husk, 
exposing the familiar looking brown-shelled coconut.  The display climaxed with the 
performer cutting open one of the eyes before triumphantly handing the trophy to the 
closest of our party with the invitation to sample the milk. The rest of us applauded 
enthusiastically. The remaining pods quickly suffered a similar fate, giving us all a welcome
non-alcoholic aperitif. When all the nuts had been drained, broken up and distributed, it 
was lunch time and we were guided to an open-air dining area.

Despite the normal child's unfettered relish for eating, visions of food were 
momentarily erased by the sight that awaited us. We walked straight into a trellised-off 
portion of paradise. Around the perimeter masses of mauve, red, orange and apricot 
bougainvillea towered over smaller but equally colourful hibiscus bushes. A grove of 
coconut palms shaded a scattering of cloth-covered tables, the whiteness intensified by 
the brilliant surrounding blaze.  In the ensuing brief struggle, the forces of hunger easily 



overpowered the ranks of perception, restoring the balance to priorities, which, in turn, 
precipitated a rush to occupy seats. No sooner had we settled ourselves around the 
tables, than a host of cheerful waiters tempted us with an amazing selection of topical 
salads and fruit. Talking gave way to eating and drinking as glasses were filled and refilled 
with refreshing drinks cooled by miniature floating icebergs. The fun of the feast peaked 
when we slurped into thick slices of blood-red watermelon, playing them like mouth-organs
until hands and faces were stained with pink juice. Eventually all that remained were 
platesful of rind and peel abandoned on soiled tablecloths like derelict tanks after a battle.

My most vivid memory of the animals is a python longer and thicker than ever I 
imagined a snake could be. But the most fascinating thing about it was the huge bulge that
distorted its girth a metre from the head which an attendant said had been a live pig an 
hour earlier. The man went on to explain that the python had coiled its length around the 
animal and crushed it to death. Then its specially constructed jaw had helped the snake 
swallow the pig whole. I was glad I hadn't been a witness to that gruesome sight.

Back in the real world on the following morning, a world of well-washed blue sky 
dipping into the ocean's deeper rinse through which the giant ship gently plunged and 
rose, I realised with a touch of sadness that this was the beginning of the last stage of our 
long voyage.  For three weeks the Otranto had been our wonderful new home during 
which time we had lived out a fairy-tale. From the dreary restrictiveness of an institutional 
existence, a magic wand had suddenly whisked us into a life of gaiety and bright lights; a 
life of comparative freedom; a life of plenty.  But in only one more week it would all end. 
The ship would tie up in Fremantle harbour for a few hours and we would leave her there. 
After that, there was the uncertainty of the unknown. Would conditions be more tolerable in
an Australian institution? Whatever lay ahead, it was still going to be institutional living, and
knowing I faced yet another parting from something enjoyable contributed a disconsolate 
twinge.

DINKUM AUSSIES IN THE MAKING

On the morning of 30 May 1933 the Otranto steamed slowly through the two stone 
breakwaters that formed the entrance into Fremantle Harbour. Our party had been up 
since daybreak. Nothing short of a terminal illness could have kept us in bed that morning. 
But nothing so dramatic as that had happened to us. We seemed quite a healthy lot. We 
had been photographed in separate groups back in London; no doubt we would be 
photographed again before the day was over. If so, we would no doubt be recorded as a 
presentably desirable new batch of migrants.

We boys sported new ribboned gold and brown Fairbridge ties giving a lift to the 
dark grey of our suits, while the girls looked drably neat in matching grey skirts and black 
cardigans with black shoes and socks. White Panama hats featuring the FFS cloth badge 
on a black band was the only relief to the sombre tonings. But whatever the ensemble, 
nothing could dampen our enthusiasm at having reached our destination. For a group of 
orphans conditioned to a spartan existence of deprivation and strict discipline, one thrilling 
adventure of a lifetime was over. However, our enthusiasm gradually subsided during the 
long waiting period while customs, emigration and other formalities had to be finalised. We
had no understanding of these necessities of course, all we wanted to do was to get on 
with the next great adventure of our young lives.

 What we didn’t know at the time though, was the historical fact that, just over 20 
years before our arrival, the very first group of migrant boys to be sent to Fairbridge had 
gathered on the deck of their ship, in all probability, staring inquisitively out over the 
Fremantle harbourside, just as we were doing, no doubt wondering just what would be the 
next move in their great adventure. And a great adventure it certainly was for those 13 



boys who had virtually been rescued from a life in the slums of London to be the fore-
runners of a new child migration scheme courageously established by Kingsley and Ruby 
Fairbridge after several years of desperate struggle and dedication of purpose in achieving
their goal. On that occasion Kingsley had greeted his fledgling new family by escorting 
them off the ship into a waiting railway carriage to begin their 80-kilometre trip southward 
to the small township of Pinjarra.

The circumstances of their arrival however, differed vastly from ours. Just four 
months before, on September 5th, Ruby had given birth to Barbara her first child in the 
one existing cottage of the original Farm a few kilometres south-west of Pinjarra. The 
event had occurred in appalling primitive conditions including a night of ferocious storms; 
which delayed the arrival of a nurse until two hours after the baby’s birth. Such were the 
difficulties of that time. Despite this dramatic episode of those early days, Ruby was 
determined to greet the arrival of that first party of boys on January 13th 1913. She 
describes the scene in her book, PINJARRA – The  Building of A Farm School. 'On the 
appointed day Kingsley went off to Fremantle to meet the “Australind”. Mr Duncan 
McClarty, one of our nearest neighbours, lent us his wagon, horses, and a man to meet 
the children, while I took in the sulky. They arrived about sundown... and a more 
incongruous desolate little bunch of humanity it would be hard to imagine. There they 
stood in the hot evening sunlight, in their dusty thick nailed boots, cheap woollen 
stockings, cheap smelly suits with the trousers at half-mast to allow for growing, and tweed
caps, clutching an evil-looking overcoat and a dirty white canvas kit-bag. The contents of 
those kit-bags, when I had the opportunity of examining them later, horrified me beyond all 
words. There was practically nothing suitable for wear in that climate, and everything was 
dirty, having been worn indiscriminately on board ship.  The Guardians had just fitted them 
up as for life in an English workhouse.'  These were the conditions then under which the 
first party of Fairbridge boys arrived.  Our own arrival, by comparison, illustrated just how 
much conditions had improved in the intervening years.

Although the Founders were not able to greet our party, we underwent a similar 
disembarking procedure so that two and a half hours later, the train stopped to let us off at 
the same small town of Pinjarra. There was nothing spectacular about that short journey 
through the West Australian countryside,.although I remember marvelling at the vastness 
of our new country. Even as we chugged through the suburbs of the capital city of Perth, I 
was intrigued by all the space around each little bungalow as it nestled on a neat lovely 
green lawn, bordered by strips of flowers and shrubs. Not a patch on the Cotswolds of 
course, but so much nicer than the drabness of London.  But by the time we scrambled off 
the train with our luggage onto a large flat-topped truck, the countryside was all fresh and 
lush and vividly green. Fringed by a long low range of wooded hills, it could have been a 
bit of old England. Only the quaint name of the town reminded us that it was Australia.  
Moving away from the Pinjarra station, our truck chugged northward along the main South-
West Highway for a few kilometres before turning into a gravelled road that headed 
straight towards the hills. It is impossible to recall my precise feelings during that bumpy 
ride along that corrugated track, although I suppose like most of us, apprehension figured 
prominently together with a sprinkling of fear and a lot of hope. But however hazy my 
thoughts may have been on that first short trip into Fairbridge, I clearly remember my 
impression of the place when the lorry pulled up outside a large tin-roofed building that 
was the main dining-hall.

No sooner had we stopped, when scruffy-looking children dressed in an assortment
of ill-fitting clothes stared curiously up at us immaculately attired ‘new chums’ as they 
emerged from the hall and straggled towards the scattered cottages. But the most 
depressing aspect of their appearance was to see girls as well as boys with nothing on 
their feet. In all the tough years of my young life I had never known children to go 
barefooted. I just couldn't imagine any greater depth of poverty. What had I come to? The 



only source of comfort I could find was in the knowledge that at least our party was 
decently dressed, but for just how long was anybody's guess. Already doubt was creeping 
in. Thankfully, temporary relief came from a surprising development. Instead of moving us 
into the hall for a meal as we expected, the truck took off again, but very slowly as it 
negotiated the narrow roads of the village. When it stopped, an announcement brought 
another surprise. The medical examination undertaken on the Otranto at Fremantle had 
revealed that two of our party were suffering from a contagious disease, and as a result, 
the whole party would be isolated from the rest of the village for three weeks.

As it turned out, this latest development was to our advantage because instead of 
being thrust straight into this new environment, we would now have a further few weeks of 
our own company in which to absorb the shocks of readjustment. The first of those shocks 
was not long in coming. Our big cases with all our lovely new clothes were taken from us. 
To replace the comfortable dresses and the neat suits with which we had been outfitted in 
England, we were given an assortment of clothes similar to that worn by the other children.
Baggy shorts with jerseys over shirts for the boys and an assortment of plain dresses with 
cardigans for the girls. The situation called for all-out group support, and as is the way with
children, we quickly overcame our depression by voicing extravagant approval of a mass 
transformation into the bizarre and the ridiculous. A sense of humour was definitely the 
best medicine for the occasion. It tasted all the more palatable for being self-prescribed 
and administered.

Because of our isolation, mealtimes brought about a further ritual that bordered on 
the farcical. Food cooked in the main kitchen was brought to our cottages in a variety of 
large utensils and placed on the ground for us to pick up after the delivery boys had 
retreated to a safe distance. This system worked uneventfully well when we were in 
attendance, but if we weren't outside to meet the delivery, in a dramatic way. A stone was 
sent hurtling on to our iron roof. But if only a single lob was achieved the message was 
deemed to have been bungled. No satisfaction was gained unless the missile landed at 
just the right angle for it to go clattering across the entire length of the corrugations. Even a
small stone made enough noise to scare the daylights out of us uninitiated new chums; 
when half a house brick landed, everyone instinctively ducked under the beds for cover, 
expecting the roof to cave in.

With nightfall on that first day came a truce. The artillery retreated, observation-post
personnel were recalled, and preparations for the evening meal began, this became an 
internal operation organised by our cottage mother whom we were instructed to address 
as 'Miss'.  Whatever other duties Miss performed, there seemed little danger of her 
suffering exhaustion in planning the meal. Supplies were drawn from large containers that 
were stored in the kitchen pantry. Preparation, although glaringly devoid of imagination, 
scored heavily in simple presentation. A scattering of knives, a few dishes of raw yellow 
dripping, some of jam, and here and there a plateful of roughly cut white bread were hardly
the ingredients for a banquet. It was our tea. And as if this wasn't enough to remind us that
we were back in an institution, the obligatory reciting of grace removed any remaining 
doubt. Seating ourselves on long wooden forms that complemented the long wooden 
table, it quickly became evident that eating this meagre meal wasn't as simple as it looked.
The difficulty arose when attacking the dripping. Because of its sold mass, it was 
impossible to spread on the bread. This led to the novelty of retrieving small chips of it 
from the floor to where they had ricocheted after being chiselled from the main slab. 
However, the problem was resolved by rendering down the bulk into a more manageable 
constituency. In the meantime the astute among us overcame the trouble by the obvious 
solution of getting stuck straight into the jam which not only spread easier but also ensured
a liberal portion. Those who persevered with the dripping-first routine, discovered to their 
dismay, that when they reached for the jam they were confronted with little more than a 
discolouration on the sides of the dish. Naturally, it was left for Miss to introduce a more 



equitable method of distribution. From then on, a spoonful appeared on every plate.
After a month of high flying on the Otranto where we enjoyed the luxury of freedom, 

delicious meals eaten off freshly laundered tablecloths, no beds to make, and hot water 
available at the turn of a tap, Fairbridge was a rough landing.  The militaristic influence in 
our lives started precisely at eight o'clock that night with the sounding of a bugle call. The 
wail of notes struggling in competition with a stiff breeze signalled our despatch to the 
dormitory. We knelt beside massed beds to recite the Lord's Prayer after which the pale 
light from naked globes was extinguished, and we were in darkness.

So much happened on that first day in Australia; enough at least to have induced 
sleep immediately that heads touched pillows at bedtime. But sleep did not come easily to 
me. The thin fibre-filled mattress on a rigid wire-framed bed in a cold dormitory was a far 
cry from the warmth and comfort of the ship's bunks. And what was worse, there was no 
pillow to cry into.. A slight upward curve at the head of the bed was the only concession to 
comfort in evidence. Soldiers in barracks could not have fared worse. With the darkness, I 
felt alone and frightened. Instinctively I sought comfort in fantasising about happier times 
spent with my parents. More than ever I needed them now, but with England being so far 
away, a great sense of loss overwhelmed me and I despaired of ever seeing them again. I 
felt cheated, deprived and deserted. I sobbed quietly to myself that first night longing for 
the comforting arms of my mother until I cried myself to sleep.  It was still dark and I was 
dreaming of soldiers and bugle calls. Then lights came on and moments later I realised it 
was only half a dream. The bugle call announced the arrival of reality, and the reality was 
the beginning of a new day, and a new ritual. The last notes of reveille had scarcely ended 
when Miss burst on the scene issuing orders reminiscent of the shipboard officer. 
'Everyone up…come on, strip your bed and remake it. Then move into the bathroom for a 
shower.' Fortunately, because of my previous experience at Barnardo's I had no trouble 
with the bed making. Then joining the queue waiting for a shower, I wondered why there 
was so little action at the other end. Being winter's eve it was not the time of year to 
dawdle over a cold shower and even though this one meant climbing over the high side of 
a cement bath to gain access, it shouldn't have presented any difficulty. And there was 
nothing wrong with the water supply, either; it came streaming out under good pressure, 
although there seemed to be a distinct absence of steam. It didn’t take long to discover 
what the hold-up was.  The water was not just cold, it was freezing. The fierce spray that 
threatened the bath with disintegration came directly from the fresh mountain streams of 
the Darling Range, and to expect tender-skinned little English children to plunge into that 
torrent was asking the impossible. But Miss had other ideas. With the battle commander's 
instinct for spotting trouble, she burst upon the scene, sized the situation up in a flash, and
sprang into action.  With an order that threatened to turn the freezing spray into icicles, she
commanded the head of the column to advance. The impasse was total. The only way to 
go was through the cascading wall of water. Hesitating only a moment longer, the first 
pathetic little naked body, displaying courage beyond the call of duty, and with fear 
distorting his frail face, plunged into action. With great gasps and a faint cry, the ice was 
broken, and the diminutive warrior emerged into the comparative safety of fresh air with his
face already registering relief at having survived his baptism of 'fire'. But Miss would have 
none of it.  'A fly wouldn't have got wet in that time', she screeched. 'Just you get back 
under that shower and wash yourself all over.'  Back the wretched lad sprang, arms flailing
about his body in a desperate attempt to satisfy the requirements of an unflinching Miss. 
There was no doubt that this resolute leadership brought spectacular success. One 
ponders on the results of the campaign if our leader had led by example.

However, when my turn came to perch on the edge of the bath preparatory to taking
the plunge, the whole operation threatened to become bogged down. Without even so 
much as getting a splash from a wayward spurt of water, I froze, prematurely. A shock 
panic seized me as I realised that when I straightened up, for the first time in my life I 



would appear full frontal before a woman who was not my mother. I was mortified. Nothing 
could move me.   But I had not reckoned on the resourceful commanding officer. Obviously
assessing my reluctance as an act of cowardice, and fearing that it would jeopardise the 
success of the whole operation, she moved swiftly to my perch and pushed me beyond the
point of no return.  The shock drained me of all breath; the water was so cold it wouldn't 
allow me to breathe. I felt sure I would drown. Then suddenly I emerged into air and 
instinctively gulped large mouthfuls. I had survived.  After dressing, it surprised me to find 
how well I felt. My body fairly tingled with a newfound warmth and energy. Furthermore I 
was hungry. But most surprisingly of all, my perception was keener than ever. Perhaps 
there was something in this cold shower business after all.

Breakfast was disappointing.  No more fruit, no more sausages, eggs or bacon, no 
more toast and marmalade, no more tea, no more coffee. But there was cereal. A thin 
wheatmeal gruel was something I had not eaten before. It arrived with a ration of sugar 
and hot milk, but there was insufficient of either to make the porridge really palatable. 
Obviously the distance the food had to be brought added nothing to its satisfaction. But the
pangs of hunger overruled any objection to the lack of variety in the meal. After the 
porridge we topped up with a repeat performance of the previous evening, both dripping 
and jam being of the same variety. So was the drink. It was called cocoa. Once again it 
was another first for me. I had enjoyed drinking Horlicks malted milk at the Eastcombe 
School, and found that cocoa was something similar, with a taste more like chocolate. It 
was quite pleasant but as usual with children, it was never sweet enough. It seemed that I 
had quite a bit of adjusting to do.

In 1933, Fairbridge Farm School was home to about 300 children who lived in 21 
houses which were a blend of old England and new Australia. The girls occupied the 
double-storeyed English-style homes, approximately 16 to each, while 14 boys lived in 
each bungalow-type Australian cottage.  The site for the village had been well chosen. 
Apart from the hundreds of acres of good pasture land, it was built on the fringe of a vast 
State Forest, rich in valuable native timbers, among which several mills had been 
established. Unique amongst the many species of trees is the jarrah. This rare tree is one 
of the hardest timbers in the world, making it ideally suitable for construction purposes. In 
addition, its rich red grain is turned into beautifully crafted furniture. And above all, in a 
country where termites can cause havoc in a home, the jarrah, because of its hardness, is 
termite resistant. Naturally, most of the construction done at Fairbridge featured this readily
available timber.  Each boys’ cottage had a dormitory, common-room, kitchen, bathroom, 
boys' veranda, and a Cottage Mother's room with a private veranda. It was the occupants' 
responsibility to maintain it; the Cottage Mother's job to instruct and supervise.  The 
dormitory faced the east, occupying the whole of one side of the cottage, with the 
exception of a small square at one end that was the Cottage Mother's veranda. To me, the 
room looked unfinished. The jarrah weather boards that enclosed the rest of the house 
right up to the roof stopped halfway up the wall of the dormitory. The top half was finished 
with chicken wire. Having come straight from England where bedrooms are virtually sealed
against the cold night air, the sight of so much sky and cloud from inside, gave me the 
impression of sleeping in the open air. And surely, the rain would blow in on us while we 
slept. But what I hadn't understood at the time was that the prevailing winds and most of 
the rain blew in from the west, so our sleep would be seldom interrupted by rain. And to 
counter the occasional summer shower, an extended overhang of roof gave adequate 
protection. This same architectural design applied to all the boys' cottages.

A door at one end of the dormitory led into the bathroom. Built in along the exterior 
wall was a pair of concrete troughs set on a pedestal. A bricked-in large copper cauldron 
sitting on a fireplace was obviously the hot-water system. Opposite this complex, about 
two metres against a partition wall, was the big concrete bath with its satellite shower. A 
store cupboard and towel rails fixed to the walls completed the amenities.  Another door 



led into the kitchen which occupied one corner of the cottage.  It was really a partitioned 
extension of the boys' veranda. Fitted against the end wall was the kitchen's masterpiece. 
It was a cast-iron stove, complete with a spacious oven, beneath which the moulded brand
name METTERS No.2 proclaimed it to be the most popular wood-burning stove of its era. 
There were many reasons for its popularity. Fuel was plentiful and cheap. It heated the 
house in the cold weather. Most importantly it gave a constant and reliable cooking 
temperature. The only other furniture in the kitchen was a small table and a pantry in which
the provisions were stored.  Situated in the centre of the cottage, between the boys' 
veranda and the dormitory, was the common room which was dominated by a long jarrah 
table, polished to a deep red, with matching forms on either side. A red-brick fireplace 
accommodated a fire which warmed the room for comfortable eating and reading on winter
evenings. Around one wall, a row of built-in lockers allowed each boy a small amount of 
storage for his personal possessions. With the locker lid closed, it provided a seat for its 
owner.  An end door opened into the Cottage Mother's room, with a fireplace backing on to
the common room one. The furnishing of this room was naturally left to the occupant, 
although most Mothers featured carpet on the floor. The rest of the flooring was bare 
jarrah, some rooms requiring polishing, others plain hard scrubbing.

MAP OF FAIRBRIDGE FARM SCHOOL

Each cottage stood in its own grounds, enough to cultivate flower beds and vegetable 
gardens. There was also a woodheap equipped with an axe. A quantity of short sawn bush

 



logs had been dumped on each of the two woodheaps of the quarantined cottages waiting 
for some potential axeman to test his skill. Fortunately, the logs were mostly straight 
grained and split easily. Later on, when we had to carry our own long lengths of rough 
wood from the bush, the wood chopping and sharpening of an axe became skills to be 
learned.  Meanwhile, Miss was busy teaching us how to light a fire, demonstrating the art 
by using crunched up newspaper and kindling wood in conjunction with an open flue that 
encouraged a flame into life by creating an updraught of air. Our assimilation into the 
Australian way of life had begun.  It was surprising to discover how the simple jobs were 
made easier, and more efficiently accomplished by following a regular routine.  ‘There is a 
correct way to do everything’, Miss said,’ and there’s a use for everything too’.

An example of thrift was the use of the soap-shaker. This was a simple wire mesh 
shallow container, about five centimetres square, hinged and clasped to form a small cage 
which held scraps of soap that were too small for any other practical purpose. A wire 
handle facilitated its use to whip up grease-dispersing suds in a bowl of hot washing-up 
water.  The instruction continued: 'In washing up', Miss explained, 'the important thing is to 
have plenty of hot water on hand. Then, when you've got a good lather up, you do the 
cutlery first. You do the mugs next, followed by the plates. Any greasy cooking dishes are 
left to last; that's why you need plenty of hot soapy water. And the dryer-up doesn't wipe 
the dishes clean on the tea towel. If anything is dirty, you put it back in the water to be 
washed again.' So there it was. All that rigmarole for such a menial job. But there was one 
good thing about it; there wouldn't be any breakages; everything was enamel.

The roofs of the boys' cottages were made from sheets of galvanised iron. It was 
another phenomenon. It shimmered above like a silver sky, held up by jarrah timbers in a 
network of neat constructional patterns. There was no hiding it … there were no ceilings.  
At night, the light from the ceiling globe threw the rafters into shadow through which 
intermittent shafts of brightness turned the galvanising into a patchwork of blinking stars.
And when the rain came, it played concerts on the rooftops, its repertoire seemed endless.
Overtures, concertos, selections and folk dances came to us with a clarity of intonation 
and a subtlety of rendition that rivalled the performance of a symphony orchestra. Little 
wonder really, considering that every production was written, orchestrated and conducted 
by the one great Heavenly Body.  But there were mixed feelings about these unsolicited 
concerts. We newly arrived British children were accustomed to the more gentle works 
from above. More often than not, ours had been the music of waltzes. Intermezzos and 
sonatas that had reached us through muted slate and attics, true, there had been the 
many dirges of drizzle to contend with, but they had been easily tuned out. Here in 
Australia, especially amplified by the medium of an iron roof, the disparity was enormous. 
It was all pleasurable enough when a light shower drifted down, or even a lengthy soaking 
rain: touched with tautology perhaps, but still containing a certain hypnotic quality that held
some charm. It was particularly well received at night time, when it induced a welcome 
sleep.  But exception was taken to the rendition of lengthy boisterous passages. On 
occasions, it could be frightening, terrifying even, when giant thundering chords thumped 
down, drowning out all other sound. And when hailstones hit, the noise hovered on the 
threshold of pain, and we wondered if it could be the climax before the final curtain. Yet, for
all that, except for the periodical wail of a bugle call, it was our only source of music. We 
had neither wireless nor gramophone.

Despite the trauma of those introductory dramas, we survived. But not without 
casualties. Many of us were bruised or lacerated about the feet from exposing tender white
toes to the razor-sharp edges of gravelled bush tracks. Our first attempts to explore the 
Australian countryside barefooted, produced some amazing performances. Firstly, there 
were the tight-rope artistes with arms outstretched to sustain precarious balance. Then 
there were the ballet dancers, particularly popular with the girls. Finally, there were the few
who resorted to the technique of a ceremonial walk over hot coals. Dave Johnson even 



tried walking on his hands. This method proved satisfactory for short hikes. Marathons 
were a trifle ambitious.There was enough talent among our young group to put on a 
concert. Besides the soloists, the chorus line came into its own when we were taken for 
walks in the bush. The huge branches of a fallen tree became our impromptu stage as we 
christened it the Otranto and all clambered aboard singing our favourite songs with 
nostalgic gusto. Then, understandably, we would close our show with singing songs of old 
England, Scotland and Ireland before carefully picking our way home dodging protruding 
roots and jagged stones. Those three weeks of isolation were not only a necessary health 
precaution, they served to cushion our initiation to conditions of total change. Before 
coming to Australia, my idea of the country had been a bushland of semi-desert and 
scorching heat. To find Fairbridge village on the fringe of lush meadows and dense forests 
was a happy relief, and triggered off prospects for exciting exploration.  When we were 
taken into the depth of the forest, it was an excursion of perpetual discovery. No longer did
we walk among familiar woods of oak, sycamore, beech or elm that bared their branches 
through the winter. Winter here was a mass of colour from both trees and shrubs. The 
Cottage Mothers from both quarantined cottages pointed out the individual characteristics 
of jarrah, gums, sheoak and banksia. And scattered through them all in blackened 
camouflage, a battalion of blackboys stood displaying plumage of impenetrable spikes, 
enough to deter any attacker.  High in the branches, practically invisible among the foliage,
flocks of green and yellow parrots squabbled amongst themselves before flying off in 
quick, short bursts of flapping wings and startled whistles. Occasionally, a flash of crimson 
and a touch of blue could be seen in sharp contrast to the ever-present brilliant greens. 
And if we were lucky, a disturbed kookaburra would voice its displeasure at being intruded 
upon, its mate flying in to give vocal support, setting up a cacophony of raucous laughter. If
we were very lucky, a startled wallaby would set off in fright, bouncing away through the 
shrub, so that only a few caught a glimpse of its grey-brown shape.

Sometimes we went to the South Dandalup River. Here it was a different scene. 
The bush was much thinner, and there were several tracks that led to the water’s edge. 
The river was not big, but the flow-off from winter rains had provided enough water to set 
up a sparkling conversation with its immediate friends. Here and there the trunk of a large 
tree lay across its path forming natural bridges which invited the more adventurous boys to
test their balancing skills. However, Miss soon put a stop to that, having a greater 
appreciation than we of the potential dangers involved. Instead, she allowed us to paddle 
about in the shallows until swarms of clinging leeches drove us from the water frantically 
trying to prize them from our legs. At first we were terrified of these creatures, but in time, 
when the few good swimming holes were in great demand, they became just another 
minor nuisance.  But all too soon our period of isolation was over, and with it the holiday, 
free from schooling and the regular discipline associated with the norm of the institution. 
After being together for six weeks, the Otranto party of 1933 was distributed amongst the 
cottages to join the mainstream of Fairbridgians. Here then, was the start of a new life: an 
opportunity for us to participate in the development of a great new country; an opportunity 
envisaged and pioneered by Kingsley Fairbridge.



FAIRBRIDGE: THE VILLAGE AND THE MAN

A TYPICAL FAIRBRIIDGE BOYS’ COTTAGE
I went into Rhodes Cottage with Len Hopcraft and the youngest member of our 

party, David Buck. As it turned out, this was a most fortunate grouping. The six-year-old 
David was one of the few children who knew their parents, and his mother regularly posted
out fat bundles of English comics. Needless to say, David was enthusiastically welcomed 
in to the cottage by the old boys and quickly became its most popular member.
The cottage had been named after the British statesman Cecil Rhodes, and had a special 
link with Kingsley Fairbridge. As a boy, Fairbridge had lived in Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe, 
and later had been to Oxford University as a Rhodes Scholar.  Other cottages were named
after prominent men or cities. The boys' cottages were Cook, Livingstone, Kitchener, Haig, 
Forrest, Lawley, Nelson, Jenner, Newton, Lister, Darwin, Hudson, Raleigh and Glasgow. In
addition the senior boys' cottage of Wellington was being phased out because of its 
inadequacy, and was replaced two years later by a much larger building called Arthur 
Scratton.  The girls occupied Shakespeare, Wolfe, Clive, Warren Hastings, Belfast and 
Middlemore. Later on two senior girls' cottages, Evelyn and Saumarez, were built in 
conjunction with a domestic science centre.  A small hospital, appropriately named 
Nightingale, contained a resident sister's quarters, two wards and an outpatient 
department. A hard-working sister attended to countless minor casualties, as well as 
regularly recording the weight and height of every child.

Education facilities were provided by the State Government and comprised seven 
individual classrooms, a manual training centre, a metalwork and blacksmith shop, and the
domestic science centre.

But the feature that dominated Fairbridge village, standing appropriately on the 
crest of a low hill, was the magnificent church.. The Church of Holy Innocents, dedicated in
December 1931 by the Bishop of Bunbury, was designed by Sir Herbert Baker, and was 
the gift of Mr Thomas Wall. The original wooden shingles have only recently been 
replaced, otherwise the building still stands in its magnificent original condition. The 
massive red-brick structure topped with its steep shingled roof guarded by a square bell 
tower, gives it an appearance of great simplicity and dignity. Its height suggests an interior 
gallery especially by the addition of an overhanging skirt between the roof and the ground. 
But it is a single-storeyed monument displaying an intricate internal pattern of beautifully 
sculptured beams and trusses carved from the rich red timbers of the bush.
Its dignified interior is 19 metres long and 8.5 metres wide, and opens through a series of 
arches into an aisle at each side, while at the eastern end is a large arch almost the full 
width of the nave. Beyond the chancel is the semicircular sanctuary finished with a semi-
dome in brick, into which is skilfully worked a series of arched windows, corresponding to 



the clerestory window of the nave.  A stained-glass window, high in the west wall depicting 
Christ as a child, was placed there by the Old Fairbridgians' Association in memory of the 
Founder.

The requirements of over 300 children in a virtually self-supporting establishment 
required numerous other facilities. These included Fairbridge House which was built by the
Founder to house his wife Ruby and three children, the Principal's house, a club house for 
old Fairbridgians, an office, a main hall including kitchen, staff dining room and kitchen, 
teachers' quarters, staff quarters, rectory, engine room, laundry, bakehouse, carpenter's 
shop, printing room, general store, and houses for the farm manager, head teacher, 
secretary, engineer, dairyman and gardener. There were also the many outbuildings 
associated with farming; milking, stables, pigpens, machinery sheds and a large storage 
shed in the centre of vegetable gardens. In all, the farm school covered over 3000 acres, 
and when we arrived was considered to be functioning at its peak.

To operate an establishment of this size obviously required a large staff, not the 
least important of which were the Cottage Mothers. It was not an easy task for a Mother 
who normally would have no more than three or four children to rear, to supervise the 
upbringing of a minimum of 14 children. There must have been some difficulty in finding 
experienced women, because in 1936, out of a total of 27 regular and relieving Mothers no
fewer than 20 were unmarried.  However, in this regard, David, Len and I were lucky. Our 
Cottage Mother was also a grandmother. Mrs Tomkinson was older than most, but still 
retained a handsome appearance with neat grey hair setting a kind face. She welcomed 
us into her care by showing us our beds and lockers and explained how the cottage work 
was portioned out. David of course, by virtue of his age, was not to be expected to do a 
great deal to start with, but I was to have set jobs to do both before and after school. She 
went on to say that periodically she would post work rosters up so that everyone would get
a change of job.  There was quite a variety of work to be done. With breakfast and dinner 
being held in the main hall, the cutlery and plates had to be set up before the meals and 
taken back to the cottages afterwards for washing up. Both the kitchen and copper fires 
had to be lit each day and, of course, cleaned of the ashes. The back veranda, kitchen and
bathroom had to be swept and washed daily, with a good old hands-and-knees scrubbing 
on Saturdays. The rest of the cottage floors were polished, with an application of kerosene
being applied also on Saturdays.

My first job was to clean the common room with another boy. We were into it as 
soon as we had showered and made our beds. 'You've got to get in quick,' I was advised, 
as my co-worker dived into a cupboard to get a broom. 'If you don't, ya could be waiting 'alf
an hour forrit.'  It was only ten past six then, so we had about 40 minutes in which to do the
work before leaving for breakfast.  Tossing me a couple of rags he went on, 'You start 
polishin' after I've swept 'em and when I've finished I'll give ya a 'and.' Taking hold of one of
the rags, I squatted down and swished it aimlessly around the floor in all directions.
''Ere, not like that,' cried the foreman. 'You've gotta get down on ya 'ands an' knees an' put 
some elbow grease into it. And do a strip atta time. If ya don't get all the footmarks off we'll 
only 'ave t' do it all agen.'  With 14 pairs of feet tramping on the place, the floor was a mass
of footmarks that even the pale light failed to hide, so sinking to my hands and knees, I got
to work. It needed only a few minutes of vigorous rubbing to discover why my partner had 
opted for the sweeping. Footprints left by dirty bare feet on polished red floorboards 
required every ounce of a ten-year-old's energy to remove.  After five minutes I was 
exhausted and sat back on my haunches to recover. As I regained my breath, it gave me 
time to reflect on the necessity for an equal distribution of the work load. I was in no hurry 
to resume. It was a further couple of minutes before my friend showed up, and seeing my 
long stare, explained his absence by saying that he'd had to go to the lavatory. This sentry-
box of a building stood on its own some distance from the cottage and was  especially 
popular first thing in the morning There was little I could say.  Instinct warned me that as a 



new chum, it was best to tread warily. But right there and then, it came to me that if I was 
going to survive this place, there was a lot of learning to do.

At a quarter to seven it was time to clean up for the walk to the main hall for 
breakfast. In the half-light of the winter's morning, I trod that 300-metre track with 
exaggerated footsteps. To stub a big toe against a sharp rock in freezing temperatures 
was not a humorous experience.  The main hall was a jungle of long wooden tables and 
forms, with a sprinkling of children putting the finishing touches to setting the tables. Each 
cottage had its own table in its own place, with a chair at one end for the Cottage Mother. 
In the centre of the hall, two tables lying end to end formed one long table. This was where
the big boys from Wellington cottage ate, and because they were senior boys working on 
the farm, they were given boots to wear. When they entered or left the hall together, 
everyone knew about it, their collective heavy boots creating an unaccustomed stampede 
of noise.

The dining hall filled quickly and everyone sat at their tables waiting expectantly. A 
constant undertone of noise went around as the subject of conversation was discussed. 
Colonel Heath was coming.  The Colonel was the Principal about whom we had heard a 
great deal since our arrival. He was obviously a man of stature. Cottage Mothers spoke of 
him with reverence; children, with awe. Their nickname for him said it all. It was 'Bonk'. All 
at once the noise in the hall ceased, as though cut off by a master controller. As I was 
facing away from the entrance, I turned around to find the cause. At the same time as I 
saw the Colonel, everybody rose.  Standing at the head of Wellington's table was a giant 
of a man. He was a big- framed man rather than being excessively tall (although he was 
nearly two metres in height) with a neatly trimmed moustache bristling in a military manner
above each ear, and a strong dimpled jaw. An empty left sleeve tucked into the pocket of a
tweed coat; a stance that commanded respect, eyes that demanded attention: that was the
Colonel.   Next moment, the silence was shattered by the boom of cannon fire that 
bounced off the low ceiling and echoed around the hall. A black-and-white cat that had 
been cleaning itself, disappeared. The Colonel was speaking.

'Today, another party of children is joining you. No doubt you will recall your own 
personal feelings of apprehension during those first few days after your arrival. It is your 
duty and responsibility to welcome the new arrivals, and help them settle in to their new 
environment in the spirit of the founder of this great establishment, Kingsley Fairbridge. 
Remember…at all times… that we are a family, and as such, we must learn to live 
together in harmony and cooperation. And, above all, we should always strive to observe 
the principles by which Fairbridge lived, namely, unselfishness and consideration for 
others. We shall now say grace.'

Immediately grace was said, there was a bustle of activity. While most children sat 
themselves along the forms, two or three representatives from each cottage made their 
way into a servery that gave access to the main kitchen. Here food was collected in large 
containers and taken back to the tables for serving. At the same time, a senior staff 
member supervised the ordering and distribution of the Cottage Mothers' breakfast. They 
could either eat their food at the table, or choose to take the raw ingredients back to the 
cottage for cooking later.  In the meantime, while the Mothers ate their cornflakes or 
Weetabix, the rest of us were downing our wheatmeal porridge eaten off deep enamel 
plates. When these were empty, they were passed up to the end of the table where the 
mess orderlies packed them away in wooden cases for taking back to the cottages for 
washing. This then left us with shallow plates from which to eat our bread and dripping and
jam. By this time the Mothers were on their toast and marmalade followed by tea or coffee.
We drank cocoa.

The Cottage Mothers presided over our table manners, correcting any faults in our 
eating habits. Elbows had to be kept off the table at all times, and each slice of bread cut 
into quarters. Talking had to be restricted to necessary conversation only, although many 



were adept at speaking out of the corner of their mouth when urging a slow eater to hurry 
up so that we could get back to finish our housework and get off to school for a few 
minutes of playtime before the bell rang. When everyone had finished eating and the dirty 
bulk utensils had been returned to the main kitchen, each Cottage Mother took control of 
her charges, said grace by thanking the Lord for what we had just received, and departed. 
Back in the cottage we hurried to finish our chores. Only after passing Miss's inspection 
were we permitted to change into our school clothes and get away.

On many mornings it was a relief to get to school. There was little to enthuse about 
in cottage life, whereas I had always enjoyed going to school. I found every subject 
interesting, even to learning the ruling dates of many of the English kings. Now I was in 
Australia I was keen to learn all I could about my vast new country. The school bell taught 
me my first lesson in Australian improvisation. It was a sizeable piece of railway track 
suspended from a stout timber frame, and was struck by a senior boy using an iron rod. 
The first ringing gave five minutes' warning; time to clean up and wash hands in 
preparation for the assembly inspection. It was on these parades that we discovered the 
extent of discipline in our lives. Anyone whose hands were unusually dirty, after being 
warned by the bell to clean them, was sent straight to the Headmaster. Here again, the 
experience of military training in our senior staff came to the fore.

The Headmaster was Mr Healey, a survivor of the trench warfare in World War I. He
and Mrs Healey lived permanently in a house on the eastern fringe of the village, and they 
had both given years of service to the Fairbridge scheme. A childless couple themselves, 
they had been special friends and advisers to hundreds of Fairbridgians who had left to go 
out to jobs throughout the State. He was a man of about 50 with steel-grey hair that had 
once been black, and walked with a distinctive limp; a legacy from his active service.  This 
then was the man to whom the disobedient and the lazy were sent. But Mr Healy, despite 
the severity of his appearance, administered justice in a manner beyond reproach. He 
punished no one until he had listened to a full explanation from the miscreant, after which 
he had his experience as a former non-commissioned-officer to call on. Anyone who 
received 'cuts' from Mr Healey's cane usually deserved them.

After school was over for the morning, a bugle call sounding 'cookhouse' 
summoned us to lunch. Once again the breakfast drill was repeated, the orderlies for the 
week taking the plates and cutlery to the hall in boxes, and setting the tables. The midday 
meal was our main meal of the day. What had been described as lunch on the Otranto 
had, now that we were institutionalised, reverted back to the term of dinner. All my life, this 
conflict of terminology had been a matter of class distinction. It seems that those with 
sedentary occupations and those who can afford it, eat a large meal late in the evening 
and call that dinner. People doing heavy manual labour and whose incomes preclude them
from extravagances, and who need the extra sleep, have their dinner at midday.
Our dinners went with the days of the week, so that if you forgot what day it was, you only 
had to wait to see what was served up for dinner, before you knew. But the food was 
wholesome enough and always well cooked. The stews were thick with farm- produced 
meat and vegetables, the soups were full of split-peas and lentils, the curry dishes 
palatable. And there was always pudding, with jam tart and custard being the best. I 
remember too, enjoying the steamed puddings and the boiled rice with currants, despite 
the fact that they looked suspiciously like rats' turds! The one dessert I had trouble with 
was tapioca. It was like eating frogs' eyes. But there was no option. You either ate what 
was put in front of you or went hungry. There was not even bread to fill the gaps. On 
Wednesdays and Saturdays we had fresh salad meals direct from our own market garden.
With the cold meat and salad came butter, a half-pound between14.  Cutting the slab of 
butter into equal portions was an unenviable task which required great skill and patience. 
The usual way was to mark the surface first so that any irregularities could be smoothed 
over and another attempt made. Then of course, the executioner needed a good eye and 



steady hand because, as his was the last piece, he was in danger of finishing up with a 
wedge-shaped bit barely enough to scrape over one slice of bread. If the pressure of the 
job became too great, Miss would take it on. But, despite all her good intentions, her 
elderly hand and eye would be even worse, so in the end the responsibility was thrust 
back upon us to resolve, whereupon a hurried consensus was sought and a new hand 
installed. But only on a trial basis. If he proved unequal to the task, the position would be 
up for grabs. It was a bit like a cricket team really. If some bowlers were below form, they 
had to be taken off and others given a go. With only two small portions of butter per week, 
getting a just share assumed an importance almost beyond measure. 

When dinner was over the Cottage Mothers walked over to the staff dining room for 
theirs, while the rest of us returned to the school grounds to enjoy a period of unrestricted 
freedom until school resumed. That is of course with the exception of the mess orderlies, 
who had to wash the dirty dishes back in their cottage before joining us.
After school was over for the day, there was no such thing as play. There was too much to 
do. School clothes were immediately changed for work and everyone had his job.
The kitchen, bathroom, and common room fires had to be lit. If Miss hadn't lit hers during 
the afternoon, there was hers to light as well. There was bread to be collected from the 
bakehouse, and milk from the distribution point outside the main hall. Although the girls' 
cottages were supplied with chopped wood, the boys had to look after themselves which 
meant that there was a constant need for one, if not two boys on the woodheap wielding 
the axe. And of course, wood had to be foraged from the bush. This kept three boys busy 
after school – more if the woodpile got a bit low. Anyone not having a regular job was put 
to work in the garden or sent out with a small sugar bag to collect gravel from the many 
bush tracks, which was used to resurface the garden paths. This left only the mess 
orderlies who, having lit the kitchen fire, had only to prepare the evening meal. This was 
the period too, when we boys had to wash out our other set of working clothes. The rest of 
our clothing and sheets was washed by the senior girls in the main laundry.

After tea it was bathtime. If the bathroom boys had done their work properly, the 
copper should have been nearly boiling by the time the first boys were ready for their 
baths. If it wasn't, it meant a night of lukewarm water. The hot water had to be transferred 
from the copper to bath by means of a large galvanised dipper, with cold water added from
a tap over the bath. Cold water had also to be added to the now depleted copper. 
Obviously, to keep a good supply of hot water, there needed to be a really good fire under 
the copper. There was no special order for bathing; it was left to us to get on with it. This 
was where the quaint term 'begs' and 'bags' came into its own. It was the first of several 
new terms I heard used at Fairbridge. It meant to reserve a position or order, and despite 
its lack of binding legality, it worked remarkably well throughout the school. So when you 
came into the bathroom after finishing your job, you found out who was last on the begging
order, attached yourself on the end of it and hoped that the boys before you wouldn't 'hog' 
all the hot water. There were two other terms that quickly found their way into my 
vocabulary. A female became a 'dame', and if she told you off you were being 'jawed' at.

In the evenings we sat in our pyjamas in the common room, reading David Buck's 
latest comics or playing ludo or snakes and ladders. Sometimes on a particularly cold 
night, our Cottage Mother, Mrs Tomkinson, would invite us into her cosier room where we 
could sit on her carpet and enjoy the extra treat of reading the news of the day from the 
West Australian.  For me, those nights in Miss's room came as a welcome respite from the 
taunts and jeers of the older boys. Her room became a sanctuary where aggravation was 
not tolerated. Being a new chum at Fairbridge meant that I had to go through a lengthy 
period of initiation all over again. There was no escaping it. I knew from previous 
experience that it was coming and that there was nothing I could do to prevent it. So from 
the very first day at school it started.  'Ay… is it true that your name is Ramsarse?'  'Did 
you 'ear one of the new-uns is called Sheepsbum?' and that was only the start. Practically 



the complete animal world with their obligatory backsides came into it. Most of it was 
crude; some was clever.'You're learning the right job ain't ya? When yer out on a farm the 
sheep will be calling you, Raaaaams…baaaaam, ha ha ha ha.'  It was the same old 
inevitable experience that dogged me wherever I went. I could do nothing about it; any 
objection only provoked further attacks. So I remained silent …and squirmed. Eventually I 
knew the novelty would fade with familiarity. In the meantime I avoided confrontation 
whenever possible. As a consequence my confidence suffered.  But I noticed while 
reading the newspapers that many stories told of outstanding collective or individual 
accomplishments, usually the result of effort and dedication. That gave me an idea. If I 
could do something worthwhile with my life, instead of being recognised as a source of 
amusement, my name could, one day, be associated with achievement. Right there and 
then at the age of 10, I made up my mind to work at it.

Saturday was sports day, and during winter the game was football. In Australia it is 
called soccer. Even though we were now living in Australia, ours was an isolated existence
and we were quite happy to play the game with which we were familiar. Although the game
of rugby is played extensively throughout the United Kingdom, we were not taught it at 
Fairbridge.  The sportsmaster, Mr Barrett, a former physical training instructor in the British
Army was a small man of about 165 centimetres but as physically tough as they come. His
fresh face with its immaculately trimmed moustache, appropriately tinged with ginger, 
contributed to his impeccable appearance, a feature that automatically demanded respect 
and authority.  And Mr Barrett got it. For a slightly built man, his big voice had the impact of
a sergeant-major's. He carried himself with pride, his back as straight as a cricket stump. 
When he gave an order, it carried the weight of years of military experience. He was not a 
man to be questioned. To answer back was unthinkable.  Although he was a strict 
disciplinarian, he was scrupulously fair. We boys loved him. In retrospect, I suppose he 
was a father figure. He was certainly closer to being a father to most of us than any other 
man at Fairbridge.  He was indefatigable. Besides organising inter-cottage competitions in 
football, cricket, and hockey, he took physical training classes, gave boxing, old-time and 
ballroom dancing lessons, and instructional games. He had the perfect combination of 
multiple talents with the skill of management. Furthermore, his heart was in his work.  It 
seemed that Rhodes cottage wasn't doing too well in the soccer competition that year, so 
they were happy to get some new blood in their side. Not that they got too much to start 
with. David, of course was far too young to play, while I was still going through the feet-
toughening process. When I did play, I was sure I'd finish up with a broken toe or worse, so
for the first Saturday I did little more than push the ball around with my instep. But I was 
persevered with. The fact that a team of 11 had to be found from only14 boys may have 
had some bearing on my selection.  After the first game I managed to get the goalkeeper's 
job where I could use my hands to drop the ball on to my foot when clearing the ball. This 
reduced the soreness and chapping to my right foot only, whereas out in the field both feet 
and shins were exposed to danger, particularly from the 'no-hopers' who were in other 
teams purely to make up the numbers. The experienced boys solved the problem of 
chapped feet by wearing an old sock for protection, a long sock was even better because it
could be doubled over to give extra thickness. The problem was that the demand for socks
outdid the supply. The odd one or two came from a schoolteacher or a staff member, but 
most were scrounged from occasional visiting football teams.

As the season progressed and my feet toughened up, my confidence returned, and 
as I had shown some turn of speed, it was decided to try me in the forward line. Probably 
due to the ineptitude of the opposing backs, the move was successful and I scored a few 
goals. Towards the end of the season we started to win a few matches and I became 
established as the regular centre-forward.  Rhodes slowly crept up the championship 
ladder, and although never seriously threatening the league leaders, we had at least 
moved off the bottom. Of more importance to me, however, was the fact that I had 



achieved some small measure of recognition. The insults became noticeably fewer.

 

RHODES COTTAGE BOYS IN OUR SUNDAY BEST   Me in centre (aged 12)

Sunday at Fairbridge was a day of mixed blessing. The best thing about it was the 
extra hour in bed, which meant that in the winter months it would be daylight when Reveille
sounded.  This was the day when we dressed, still barefoot, in our best white shirts and 
corduroy trousers to attend the morning church service. No one was allowed to miss the 
service. It was the Cottage Mothers' responsibility to see that everyone attended and there
was rarely an absconder. The penalty was the deterrent. It was made perfectly clear that 
sinners would automatically be 'up before Bonk'. And as it was well known that the Colonel
packed as much power in his one arm than most men could muster in two, the attendance 
of a full house was practically guaranteed.  The church is the crown of Fairbridge village. 
But despite its inviting beauty, in the middle of winter it is freezing. The cold sandstone 
flooring together with the tall brick walls, effectively turn the interior into a vault. This was 
especially experienced by generations of barefooted, bare-legged children. Some 
protection was provided for the knees however, by the provision of small prayer mats.  
Preceding the service, the cassocked school choir walked slowly and ceremoniously to its 
place. After that, its main function was to lead the congregation in singing the prayers and 
hymns. During the sermon, many boys and girls made silent eye contact with each other 
from across opposite aisles. I usually day-dreamed about the coming steamed date 
pudding we nicknamed 'plonk'. I looked forward to it because it was so filling, a 
consideration of some importance. 

But one church service was different from all the others. It was held on 19 July to 
commemorate the anniversary of the death of Kingsley Fairbridge. Furthermore, because 
of the recent new arrivals, Colonel Heath would take the opportunity to explain the life and 
work of the Founder leading up to establishing this farm school. With the Colonel in the 
pulpit there was little likelihood of anyone drifting off to sleep. Not that we new children 
wanted to; we were about to hear the story of Fairbridge for the first time. Bonk's booming 
voice began again.

'I want to tell you today a story of the vision, determination and courage of one man 



who sacrificed his own life in the pursuit of providing a home and an opportunity in life for 
children like yourselves. That man was Kingsley Ogilvie Fairbridge who was born in South 
Africa on 2 May 1885. In 1896 the family went to live in Rhodesia which at that time was a 
new area for European settlement. At the age of 11, Fairbridge spent a lot of time travelling
in the vast open spaces of the veldt with his father. He grew to love the country; it 
fascinated him so much that just one year later he had a vision.

“Why are there no farms? Why are there no people?” Kingsley said. His dream was 
to fill the empty land with farmers. But even at that young age he suffered his first attacks 
of malaria. It was a disease that dogged him all through his life and no doubt contributed to
his tragic early death.

In 1903 he visited England for the first time and became aware of the desperate 
plight of the poor people in the big cities. He saw the lives of small children being wasted 
while the British Empire cried aloud for men. He saw workhouses full, orphanages full…but
still no farmers.'

Bonk paused for a moment or two, shuffling his notes and adjusting his glasses. He 
went on:  'Kingsley Fairbridge gained a scholarship at Oxford University and studied for a 
diploma in forestry and at the same time he was active in sporting and social clubs. Then 
at a meeting in October 1909, he shared his vision with other colonial students with the 
result that the Society for the Furtherance of Child Emigration to the Colonies was formed. 
The plan was to develop farm schools where underprivileged children could be trained to 
become useful agricultural workers in the under-populated colonies  At this time, an offer 
was made from the premier of Western Australia, Frank Wilson, of 1000 acres of 
Government land to be developed as an agricultural school and farm, with assisted 
passage from London to Fremantle of £6.00 per child, and a school to be provided by the 
Education Department in accordance with the State system of compulsory education.  But 
suitable land was not easy to find, and in any case, the development of 1000 acres was 
beyond the financial resources of the Child Emigration Society. So, eventually they settled 
for a partially developed property of about 160 acres seven miles from the township of 
Pinjarra.' 

At that stage, Bonk abandoned his script and taking the opportunity to stretch his 
neck he adlibbed…'That first settlement was the other side of Pinjarra about halfway to 
Coolup.' Then he went on with the story.  'The first party of 13 children arrived from 
England in January 1913 and the first few weeks were anything but easy. The facilities 
were poor; all washing had to be done in the open, and most of the cooking had to be 
done over an open fire in the yard because the kitchen stove was so small it would not 
take more than a couple of pots at a time. The accommodation was sufficient for no more 
than a family of three or four, so they were vastly overcrowded. In the early years there 
was an acute shortage of money with which to build the living quarters. But despite these 
immense difficulties, Kingsley Fairbridge persevered, and with the help from a local 
building contractor, new buildings were completed in time for the winter rains.

With the outbreak of World War I no more children could be sent. Everything was at 
a standstill, and there was great danger that the school would not survive. However, 
immediately after the war, Kingsley visited England and formed a new London Committee 
with Sir Arthur Lawley as chairman. That was the turning point for the farm school. Money 
was donated by the British and Western Australian Governments and the British Red 
Cross. The financial position improved greatly.  But it wasn't long before another problem 
was encountered. With the arrival of more children from England, the farm became too 
small and the surrounding country was not suitable for farming purposes. Fortunately, a 
couple of miles north of Pinjarra, on the road to Perth, the Paterson estate of 3200 acres, 
with a frontage on the main road, a river that flowed even in the driest season and a 
variety of soils and scenery, became available.  With the purchase of the property in 1920, 
Fairbridge set about the task of planning a new farm school; but new problems arose. The 



national shortage of housing and materials following the war brought a surge of rising 
costs for which the London Committee held him responsible. Now, with a new farm school 
to support, the financial position once again became precarious. In desperation, Fairbridge
sought help from the Australian Government and succeeded in getting a grant of five 
shillings per child per week for a number of years.

With this agreement in his pocket, Kingsley Fairbridge once again left for England in
August 1922 to try to obtain a similar contribution from the British Government. In this he 
was successful.  But in the meantime, the constant anxiety and struggle to get his farm 
school established, together with his contribution of hard physical work while suffering from
repeated attacks of malaria, took a disastrous toll on his health.  When he arrived back in 
Fremantle after his fund-raising visit to England, his face was grey and drawn, his body 
stooped and he walked painfully and with the aid of a stick. Early in 1924 he had to take to 
his bed, but nevertheless, he kept track of the many details of the work in running the farm.
Even in the early mornings he would get out of bed, walk to the stables, detail every man 
and boy his job for the day and then return to bed.  Finally it was decided to send him back
to England for medical treatment, but he got only as far as Perth when an operation was 
considered necessary to find the cause of his pain’.  Here, the Colonel paused 
momentarily. His last sentence had been delivered with a controlled slowing of pace. 
When he resumed for the final sentence he spoke with an unexpected tenderness.  
'Kingsley Fairbridge lived only three days after the operation, and died at midnight on 19th 
July 1924. He was only 39 years of age.'

If Colonel Heath had tried for effect, he was certainly successful. All through his long
story, staff and children alike listened to his every word with barely a cough or a shuffle of 
intrusion.  Now that I had heard the message from the pulpit, it gave me something to think
about. The man who was responsible for giving me another start in life had to overcome 
tremendous difficulties. Strangely it brought to mind the story of another young man of 
vision nearly 2000 years before, only on that occasion he didn't die. He was crucified. It 
was all so difficult to understand…so unfair. I wondered why people who did so much good
for others should die so young.  When the service was over, we filed out of the church and 
walked the 300 metres to the east where our founder had been buried. In a simple but 
moving ceremony, wreaths were laid on Kingsley Fairbridge's grave and the School prayer
was recited:

O God, who by the inspiration of Thy servant Kingsley Fairbridge, who has so wonderfully 
made this School, and has set us here to learn and to do Thy will; teach us to live together in 
love, joy and peace; to check all bitterness, to disown discouragement, to practise thanksgiving 
and to leap with joy to any task for others. Strengthen the good things thus begun, that with 
gallant and high-hearted happiness, we may strive to build according to Thy will. Direct the 
paths of those who have gone forth from this place. Inspire the hearts and minds of those in 
authority, and fill us all with love towards thee. 

To Thy honour and glory, through Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen.

STANDARD FOUR URCHIN

It was fortunate that I liked school; it was an escape from the drudgery of cottage work and
the monotony of meals. The important thing I learned about schooling was that the 
teachers appreciated and encouraged anyone who was willing to learn. It was a happy 
combination. I enjoyed schoolwork; I enjoyed pleasing my teacher, I enjoyed attention. And
I enjoyed being liked. It was a bastion against my ills.

My first teacher was Miss Silk. She was a pleasant woman with glasses that 



enhanced her kind face, reminding me of my mother. Right from the start I felt comfortable 
in her class and to this day I remember a simple poem about a wallaby sitting on an 
ironbark stump and being bitten on the tail by a bull-ant which sent the wallaby jumping a 
mile. For a ten-year-old English boy, what better way of illustrating the power of a bull-ant's
bite? From then on I made sure to give them a wide berth.

The classrooms were a cluster of seven barn-like buildings situated on the southern
edge of the playing fields. They were constructed of timber with galvanised iron roofs, but 
were not equipped with heating or cooling devices, so that we were at the mercy of the 
elements. Thankfully the climate is very moderate in that part of the State and only on very
few occasions were they uninhabitable because of extreme heat. In addition to the 
classrooms, there was a fully equipped manual training workshop set on its own behind 
the other school buildings. And a year after I arrived, a metalwork and blacksmith's 
workshop was built in conjunction with a new power house, so we were given every 
opportunity to acquire new skills.

Early in August practically the whole school began spending their spare time 
practising for the annual school sports. The only competitive athletics I had ever taken part
in were flat races, three-legged and egg-and-spoon races. I remember winning a smart red
fire engine once, complete with extension ladders. That had been on the Chalford football 
ground. But apart from one giant leap over the Toadsmoor Brook, my athletics had been 
confined to running.

Now parts of the school ground were being dug up to make landing pits for events 
I'd never heard of before; long jump, high jump and hop, step and jump. A board was sunk 
into the ground at certain distances from the pit, to mark the taking-off point, and painted 
white so that it could be seen from a fair distance which allowed for a correction in the 
approach run to be made so that a clear jump could be recorded. If even so much as a toe
protruded over the edge on take-off, it would be a foul jump.

There was no instruction during those early days; one simply copied what the older 
children did. I'd never seen a high jump before, so when it came to the run up for the leap, 
I adopted the style that came naturally; it was called a scissors style.

The competition was between four factions; red, white, blue and gold, with each 
faction having its leader whose job it was to absorb the Otranto party into their ranks by 
means of a ballot. Mr Healey organised everything. He introduced the leaders to each 
class at the same time advising us new arrivals of our factions. I was in blue faction with 
Harry Lucas as my leader, and when I saw this powerfully-built big boy standing in front of 
the class, I felt well pleased to be in his team. A few days later Mr Healey went the rounds 
of the classrooms again to complete a register of competitors for all events. He explained 
that there were three classes of competition depending on a child's age; sub-junior, junior 
and senior. Because I wasn't to be eleven until after the events, I was to compete as a 
sub-junior. I nominated for every event that was available.

Excitement grew as the annual sports day drew nearer. Mr Healey used his senior 
pupils to prepare the sports ground for the events. Eight running lanes were marked by 
string lines, the start and finish lines had to be measured and marked and new jump pits 
had to be dug with rakes at hand to erase old landing marks. The teachers would be the 
marshals and stewards preparing competitors for their events, measuring distances 
jumped and times run. Some of them would be the judges. It was going to be a big day for 
Fairbridge.

When the big day did arrive, it was impossible not to be caught up with the exciting 
atmosphere of the occasion. Somehow, anyone who was not competing had managed to 
scrounge some sort of material in the four faction colours and made them into rosettes or 
other forms of decoration in support of their team. Last-minute dressings were applied to 
stone bruises, chapped feet or stubbed toes.  Mr Healey gave the word-and the word was 
'go'. All day the battle raged, first one faction gained the ascendancy, then another. It was 



obvious there was a well-contested program under way. When a truce was called for 
lunch, there was time for reckoning. And I had every reason to be pleased with my 
performance thus far. I had won my three events of the morning; the 50 yards, the 220 
yards and the high jump.  But the most satisfying of all was when Harry Lucas put his hand
on my shoulder and said, 'Congratulations, Jack. If you keep going the way you are, 
you've got a good chance to win the medal'.  'What medal?' I thought. I hadn't heard 
anything about a medal. I was happy enough to win a few events, and perhaps help blue 
faction to win the shield.

For once in my life I had difficulty eating my dinner. It wasn't so much that the 
success had gone to my head. On the contrary, it had attacked my stomach. It was so 
churned up as the result of so much popularity coming my way, that I couldn't force it to 
accept the food. It seemed that extraordinary decisions accompanied unprecedented 
events when even Miss excused me for not getting through my meal. Rhodes had never 
had a potential champion athlete before. But my uneaten food was not wasted. The other 
kids saw to it that nothing went back to the kitchen. Dinnertime usually went all too quickly. 
Today it seemed to last for ever. There were three more events to tackle in the afternoon 
and I couldn't bear the waiting. The tension became almost unbearable when Miss 
announced that she was coming to cheer me on.

And fortunately the afternoon went very well for the blue team and especially for 
me. I won the high jump, the hop, step and jump and throwing the cricket ball. It had been 
a clean sweep. I had won the sub-junior medal and blue faction had won the shield. At last 
I had made a name for myself, and it had not been derogatory. But I would have to wait for
my medal. It was the tradition of the school to make the presentations at Fairbridge's 
Annual Spring Show in mid-October.

A few days later, Mr Healey announced the names of the squad that would 
represent Fairbridge at the inter-school sports meeting in Pinjarra. When my name was 
called out I was ecstatic. To be chosen to represent the school was an honour beyond my 
wildest expectations.  In the two weeks leading up to the clash of local schools, Mr Healey 
gave the squad every encouragement. He personally supervised training sessions and 
even permitted some of the other teachers to help in our preparation. We felt we had a 
good team, but of course we had no idea of how strong the other schools were, although 
we suspected that Pinjarra and Mandurah would provide the stiffest opposition. But 
whatever the outcome, I was looking forward to the competition because it would give me 
my first opportunity to see and meet other ordinary Australian schoolchildren.

After the thrill of our own sports day, the inter-school sports brought me back to 
earth. From the very first event, it was obvious that the competition was going to be pretty 
keen.  The venue was on the Pinjarra Race Track which immediately won approval from 
the Fairbridge team because of its splendid grass surface. In contrast to the uneven, uncut
surface of our training ground, here the grass was of even growth and immaculately cut 
which would feel very comfortable underneath our bare feet.  If I had expected to find any 
marked differences in the appearance of the other schoolchildren, I was soon to find out 
that there was none. They were a trifle more tanned perhaps, but they wore similar clothes
to us, athletic tops and shorts. But most surprising of all was to see so many of them 
barefooted like ourselves. So after only a few minutes of integration, the only way of 
identification was the school colour pinned to each child's singlet.

As the competition progressed, it was evident that the fight for the champion school 
would indeed be between Mandurah and Pinjarra. A huge blackboard resting on a tall 
easel gave the progressive scores and it was interesting to discover the names of the 
other participating schools, several of which ended in 'up'. There was Dwellingup, Coolup, 
and North Dandalup, with the remaining team coming from Waroona.  But in the end it was
Pinjarra that came out the winner, and despite the fact that Fairbridge was outclassed in 
most events, we finished well off the bottom. And, although I didn't win a race, I gained the 



valuable experience of understanding the disappointment of losing.
Before being chosen as a suitable child for the Fairbridge scheme, everyone of us 

had to pass an intelligence test, which, no doubt, the selection panel deemed adequate. 
Over the years, there were occasions when a child's pattern of behaviour came under 
scrutiny, and in extreme cases some were sent back as being unsuitable. I don't know if 
my intelligence was ever seriously questioned, but one particular incident would have 
qualified me for instant repatriation.  It must have happened on a Saturday morning 
because we weren't at school. A few of us Rhodes boys were engaged in the healthy 
pastime of harassing big black ants on the one suitable piece of dirty sand in the back 
garden. The rest of the yard was far too clean to make life interesting, and in fact, when 
the supply of ants ran out, and a boring morning seemed inevitable, I made a significant 
discovery - a three-inch nail. But this nail must have lain in the ground ever since the 
cottage was built, because it had deteriorated into a length of burnt-bronze and rusty-
brown metal.

For no apparent reason, I stood this potentially lethal object on its head and, holding
it with one hand, used the other to pile on the sand until it was completely buried. All that 
was visible was a neat cone-shaped mound of dirty sand with not a trace of its hidden 
danger. The Viet-Cong could not have devised a more deadly trap.  But having 
constructed the device was only half the exercise; it had to be tested. As I had not 
attempted to conceal my activity, I was afraid that the element of surprise had been 
surrendered, and to find a volunteer now would be difficult. The question of testing my own
weapon did not come under serious consideration. Then in a moment of inspiration, I 
announced, 'Anyone jumping on that will get a big surprise'.  To my astonishment this 
challenging invitation brought an instant response. It was obvious that David Buck had 
been engrossed in his own activity, because, without a moment's hesitation he scrambled 
to his feet, leaped into the air, and landed square on the target.

I do not know which was the more bewildering; the fleeting realisation that my 
gadget worked, or David's terrible yell of anguish. To this day, I can still hear the fading 
cries of David as he was carried away to the hospital, while I awaited a deserving 
punishment.

September and October bring gale-force winds sometimes accompanied by 
drenching rains to the south-western coast of Western Australia. They are the Roaring 
Forties, winds that sweep along the 40th parallel from off the coast of Africa, and which 
were used to advantage by the tall ships on their way from Europe to the East Indies.
Whether it was the force of one of these gales, or a gripping pain in my stomach that 
awakened me on a particularly tempestuous night I'll never know. What I did know was 
that I was suddenly and urgently in need of a visit to the lavatory, but that meant a walk in 
the pouring rain to the little house in the back garden. It wasn't only the frightening 
blackness of the night that had me hesitating. There were all the other perils that lurked in 
the garden. Before I had left England, well-meaning but largely ignorant people had 
warned me about the dangers of redbrick spiders and funnel web spiders, and the 
scorpions and all the other nastiness that Australia was full of. And worst of all was the bite
of the miniature blue-tongued crocodile that was known never to release its grip on a tasty 
morsel.  Just the thought of the consequences of an attack in the blackness of the lavatory
was enough to turn me into a quivering jelly. My imagination ran riot. Although I was still 
only a small boy, I knew enough to know that the 'tackle' a lad had was going to be of 
some importance when he grew up. The English doctor had even treated that part of me 
with exaggerated care. So I was far too young to be sacrificed.

To make matters worse, the ferocity of the rain was now threatening to pierce the 
iron. My heartbeat quickened…my breathing stopped …my abdominal pain worsened. I 
had to do something, immediately.  Throwing all caution to the wind, I leapt out of bed and 
succumbed to the instinct of self-preservation. Then, taking care not to collide with the 



other beds, I hurried as fast as I dared to a position between the most distant beds. 
Frantically tearing off my pyjama pants, I squatted down just in time to avoid collecting the 
incriminating evidence. Now the forces of nature took over, and nature was at her most 
impressive best. In just one uncontrollably swift motion it was done. But fear of discovery 
disembowelled all other emotion as I crept furtively back to my bed, slipped my pants back
on and disappeared beneath the sheets.

Gradually some semblance of rational thought returned, the first of which was an 
immense feeling of relief. But it was followed very quickly by guilty spasms of doubt and 
fresh fears. What if I had been seen? How could it be explained? What terrible punishment
awaited me? Through all this self-torture, one consolatory thought begged to be heard and
I gladly gave it rein. How could I have possibly been heard with so much noise going on? 
An elephant could have trumpeted that night and still not have been discovered. All I could 
do now was to let myself be dulled by the hypnotic sound of rain and eventually drift into a 
troubled sleep.  Reveille the next morning brought with it an extraordinary turn of events. 
Although the storm had abated, the wind was still strong enough to send the bugle's call 
scurrying over the village in fitful surges. For a few fleeting seconds the normal bustle of 
bed-making activity filled the air till suddenly, a strange wail clashed with the note of the 
bugle and brought everyone to a standstill wondering whatever could have made such a 
weird noise.  It couldn't possibly have been the result of the bugler's aberration; no musical
instrument ever made could have produced that sound. Only the human voice was 
capable of such a cry – a  cry of horror, of anguish, of revulsion…

The evidence had been sighted.  I was sorry for MrsTomkinson.  If it had been any 
other Cottage Mother it wouldn't have bothered me, but to see her burst through the door 
from her veranda and then recoil in shock as she followed the direction of an accusing 
finger, was enough for me to almost volunteer an instant confession. And I very nearly 
succumbed to this insane action when I could get near enough to witness the result of my 
midnight meander.  There on the polished boards, resting in relaxed mode and looking 
remarkably like a plasticine copy of a coiled brown snake, was the fruit of my labour. A 
small head-shaped portion separated from the body, as though deposited in a nervous 
spasm, perched precariously on top of the coils.   From the gathered audience there were 
gasps all round. But from abhorrence or admiration it was difficult to tell. Naturally, the 
satisfaction I felt for my achievement, interpreted the response as begrudging applause 
disguised as pungent disdain. The other boys certainly had cause to be jealous, while I 
strove to temper an inward admiration to an outward display of simple satisfaction.  To my 
eternal shame I remained silent. So did the rest of the cottage as they recovered from the 
initial shock and stood around like mourners at a funeral gazing at the coffin for the last 
time.  Reluctantly removing my stare from the grave, I risked taking a discreet glance to 
see how Miss was reacting. Straightaway, I wished that I hadn't. It was plainly evident that 
she was under extreme strain. Her normally kind face was now creased in suffering and 
her mouth twitched with the struggle for a verbal response. Finally, she spoke. ' The boy 
who did …er…this, must obviously be ill; all he needs do is to clean it up and no further 
action will be taken.'

How typical it was of Miss to take this generous attitude. How could anyone fail to 
respond to such a reasonable request? Surely, now that such leniency had been shown, 
the culprit would own up and get on with the cleaning up. Any ordinary boy would. But still 
the culprit remained silent. As he struggled with his conscience he reminded himself of the 
reasons why he couldn't own up. An ordinary boy usually had an ordinary name. He was 
an ordinary boy but with an extraordinary name.  He was an ordinary boy with an 
extraordinary name who was never allowed to forget it.  He might get an occasional 
reprieve now and then; as a matter of fact he had just earned himself a respite from the 
jeering taunts that his name provided. Imagine the consequences of owning up to it. In one
awful moment he could picture the first impact it would have…



'Did you hear about Ramsbottom shitting on the floor?'   Imagine the barrage of 
derision that would provoke. There would be no end to it. Hastily, he pushed the image 
clear out of his head, and he was brought back to reality by the sound of a voice.  'Very 
well then,' Miss said resignedly, 'as the culprit did not use any paper, I shall examine all 
pyjama pants. Stand by your beds.'  Panic stations again, I hadn't thought of that. I must 
be found out now. There must be more than enough evidence to give me away. But all I 
could do was to wait for the inevitable. The inspection started and so did the agony of 
waiting. Fourteen pairs of pants were laid out on the end of beds, and mine was about half 
way. The closer Miss got, the greater grew my anguish. Surely she would see guilt written 
all over my face. Why, oh why, couldn't I just own up and put myself out of my misery? I 
hesitated… then before I could do anything else, she was at my side with my pyjamas in 
her hands. I hardly dared to look, yet when I did find the courage to glance in her direction 
fearing the worst, my glance expanded into a stare of incredulity. Apparently so forceful 
had been my bowel action, that there was hardly a trace of evidence to be seen. In fact, 
Miss was so uninterested in my pyjama pants that she quickly moved on to the next bed. If
Miss had only spent a little longer with me, she most certainly would have seen the look of 
relief on my face. But my luck held. Someone further along had claimed her attention.

It was Charlie Sparling who saved me. Poor Charlie definitely hadn't committed the 
crime, yet he looked certain to get the blame. When you're down on your luck, its amazing 
how misfortune has a habit of compounding through uncontrollable circumstances. This 
day, Charlie was a cruel victim of circumstance.  For the past few days, he had suffered 
from flatulence which he relieved at night by 'letting off' in bed where the sound was muted
by the blankets. It was all in the timing really. A week earlier and he would have had a 
clean sheet; or at least pyjamas.  It was enough to convince Miss that he was the guilty 
one. And I was really happy for Charlie's sake when Miss kept her word and didn't give him
extra punishment for not owning up.  All he had to do was to dispose of the ‘monster.'

In the green months from May to October Fairbridge village fairly blossomed with 
colour and there were the best reasons in the world for it to do so. In the first place, the 
village had been well-sited on the fringe of the Darling Scarp through which flowed a year-
round supply of the sweet fresh water of the South Dandalup River. In one of its deepest 
holes behind the church, a pipeline fed water into a huge storage tank that sat on the crest
of a hill in a commanding position. Fairbridge's own engine room supplied the power to the
riverside pump that kept the tank full. So even in the hottest weather there was plenty of 
water available to maintain each cottage garden in a good condition. All that was needed 
was effort, and there was no shortage of potential with all cottages full. That left only 
incentive. This was provided when the Fairbridge Annual Spring Show was held. 
Organised by Mr and Mrs Healey, and with the cooperation of most of the staff, it was one 
of the highlights of each year.

Busy little hands pulled up weeds, trimmed lawns and raked over gravelled paths in 
a last-minute effort to gain the judge's approval. The best produce and the choicest blooms
were already being prepared for display and judging later in the day. The normally austere 
dining hall was almost unrecognisable with tables hidden under carpets of flora, masses of
vegetables and an impressive variety of art and needlework. Not since Eastcombe's 
Harvest Festival had I seen such a display. But here in Australia there was far more 
variety.  On the previous evening, parties of children had roamed the hills in search of 
wildflowers and most had returned with a wide selection including several species of 
orchids. And even though I had been at Fairbridge for only a few months, I had already 
learnt the names of most of them. By far the most interesting were the spider orchids with 
their long spindly 'legs', but the donkey, the wax, and all the others were almost equally 
attractive. And of course the bush was alive with the unique long-stemmed kangaroo 
paws, and these featured prominently in all the mixed wildflower arrangements.

Always at hand ready to give their services to the farm school were the old 



established families of Pinjarra – the Patersons and the McLartys. It was inevitable that 
Pinjarra and Fairbridge enjoyed a special relationship, and these pioneer families became 
almost an extension of Fairbridge itself. It was no surprise then, to know that members of 
these families did most of the judging.  And as soon as the judging was over, a wave of 
eager exhibitors together with the general crowd swamped the hall to see who had taken 
out the prizes and to view the entire display. The excitement was contagious; even the 
non-competitors became infected with the thrill of the winners.

But towards the middle of the afternoon everyone had a chance to recuperate 
during the official opening ceremony in which several speeches were made. As necessary 
as they were, they still taxed the patience of small children eager to resume their noisy 
revelry. Eventually, after the last speaker had been enthusiastically applauded it was time 
for the presentation of trophies. There were cups for gardening (both boys and girls), most 
improved garden, sewing, handicrafts, cooking, sports, football, cricket and sportsmanship.
By the time the medals were presented, I was churning with excitement. And when the 
announcement came I could hardly believe it was happening.

'The winner of the sub-junior medal is Jack Ramsbottom.' Bursting with pride I 
walked quickly up the few steps on to the dais to have my hand shaken and the 
presentation made.  Well done, Ramsbottom, see to it that you go on to represent 
Australia one day.' 'Thank you sir,'  I mumbled, anxious to rejoin the crowd and have a 
good look at my medal. But even as I was returning, I was conscious of the generous 
applause that accompanied me. More pleasantly surprising however, was the fact that at 
the mention of my name, there was not one laugh of derision. As for the presenter's 
comments – I  did go on to represent Australia, but not in a sporting fixture.  

Although our own show was over, there was still plenty of endeavour for the 
enthusiasts, no doubt supervised and arranged by Mrs Healey and her helpers. And their 
efforts certainly paid dividends. At the 1933 Western Australian Wildflower Association's 
show in Perth, Fairbridge won the Championship Cup for the fourth consecutive year. And 
an entry in The Fairbridgian, the farm school's own magazine, reads, 'Murray District 
Show. As usual we won the Fawcett Gold Medal, being the winner of the greatest number 
of prizes.'

With October nearly finished, I looked forward to Guy Fawkes Night. With all the 
wood that was available in the bush, I expected to see preparations to build a huge 
bonfire. And when I asked Miss where I could buy my fireworks, she gave me such an 
incredulous look that I put all thoughts of fireworks out of my head. As a compensatory 
placebo, I asked her permission to spend some of my money at the village store. It was no
good going to the store even if you had some money hidden away, because you wouldn't 
be served without the obligatory note of permission. This latest request was met with a full-
blooded verbal assault. 'What do you want to spend your money on lollies for?' Miss 
shouted. 'You've got Mandurah coming up straight after Christmas; you'll want all your 
money for that.'

Her insistence in using the childish Australian term 'lolly' upset me more than the 
apparent refusal, but she relented when she saw the hurt in my eyes, and after finding 
fountain pen and notepaper, she magnanimously wrote the permit: 'This gives authority for
Jack Ramsbottom to spend one penny', signed Ruth Tomkinson. And the note was dated. 
There was no doubt about it; Miss should have been in charge of the National Purse.  But 
during the years of the Great Depression, one penny to a desperate family was a 
significant sum. Three more and it meant a loaf of bread. To an orphan child, it was a small
fortune.  Most of the pleasure in spending it was in the selection. Miss Heath, as 
storekeeper, would display practically the entire confectionery stock.

She stood on the other side of the counter towering almost as tall as her soldier 
father. But that was as far as the similarity went. Her wide open face reflected a special 
kindness which she displayed along with practically the whole confectionery stock, and 



she patiently explained the complete range of prices and the permutations of choice. With 
directional waves of her big hands, she went into her sales talk.  'This is the ha'penny stick
box; the boiled lollies are six a penny; the toffees and liquorice allsorts are four a penny, 
and the all-day suckers are two a penny. Or you may have a ha'penny stick with two of 
these, or three of those, or one gobstopper', reverting to the term she knew we used.  
Having thoroughly confused you with this dazzling display of options she never hurried 
you. She understood the importance of the decision and gave you plenty of time to 
choose. Or if she was busy, she'd say with a sweep of her hand, 'You have a look over 
these, Ramsbottom, and give me a call when you have decided. I have work to do.'

The decision was not easy; it had to be well thought out. The liquorice were good 
value and tasted nice; the toffees had that lovely caramel flavour, and would last twice as 
long if you sucked them and didn't chew them. Then there was the gobstopper, one could 
last two or three days if you were careful. And it was fascinating to see it change colour 
every time you looked at it. Another advantage with the gobstopper was you could always 
save some for another day if you wanted to; or suck it down to marble size and you still 
had enough to swap for, say, half an apple or two cores. I was talking to myself now… 
'yair, I think I'll have a gobstopper… now what else will I get?' And the procrastination went 
on… Finally, I settled for the toffees and gave Miss Heath a call. After handing over my hot 
little penny, she gave me my selection in a small white paper bag and off I trotted feeling 
pleased with myself. But halfway back to the cottage I couldn't resist taking a peek inside 
the bag. At first I couldn't believe it; I checked again. It was there all right. Miss Heath had 
slipped in an extra boiled sweet! I even forgave her for calling them lollies.

November 5th came and went, but there was no bonfire and no fireworks. I found 
solace in David Buck's new batch of comics, having once more regained favour with him. I 
would have liked to have thought that the old Otranto camaraderie had something to do 
with it. But I suspect that a sacrificial toffee had some influence in my reinstatement.  It 
didn't seem at all like Guy Fawkes weather. For a start there were no dead leaves like 
those of the English trees. And instead of the days getting shorter and colder, they were 
growing longer and warmer. Everything seemed back to front. In England, November 
would see the football season getting into its stride; out here, it had finished. Mr Barrett 
had already posted up the inter-cottage cricket fixtures, and with the lengthening days, it 
was growing light enough to get a bit of practice in between tea and bedtime.

Suddenly, after-school chores were being done in half the usual time. Those on 
wood-fetching consignments spent far less time in pinging at parrots with home-made 
'gings' or exploring deep into the bush. Now it was very much a case of shouldering the 
first log you found and hurrying back with it to chop it up. Then there was little trouble in 
convincing Miss that we needed all the practice we could get. Rhodes seemed less 
fortunate than other cottages in the proportion of sportsmen it got when distribution of new 
arrivals was made; a fact that kept us well down the championship ladder.  With the cricket
competition under way, Saturday afternoon on the sports ground was a mass of white-
singleted boys. In addition to the centre wicket, six other pitches were spaced around the 
periphery of the ground. These were constructed from the loam of anthills, which, when 
watered and rolled, made an excellent surface. But with so many matches being played in 
such a confined area, there was always a danger of being hit with a ball from another 
game. It was not unknown for a batsman to be caught out by a player from a team two 
games away. 

AN AUSSIE HOLIDAY

A month before Christmas all mail deliveries were suspended. The reason for this was to 
accumulate as much as possible for delivery on Christmas morning. The school broke up 
for the long summer holidays a few days before Christmas. During these long hot days 



with fierce sunsets it was difficult to work up any enthusiasm for the festive day. I would 
have been more at home doing my best to wear my boots out sliding the length of 
Eastcombe's frozen village green. However, by the time Christmas Eve came around, it 
was all hands on decorating the main dining hall and the cottages. Cottage Mothers 
helped children to hang the coloured paper chains from rafters and around the walls.  
Balloons and bells livened up the doorways, chimneys were swept, even though everyone 
knew  that Father Christmas would arrive on the back of a truck with the mail.

Soon after sunrise on Christmas morning boys and girls set about their jobs with a 
rare vigour, eager to get them out of the way before breakfast. At eight o'clock a bugle call 
announced the arrival of Santa Claus in the village and discipline was suspended for the 
ecstatic moments when mailbags were opened and gifts disclosed. The same question 
was on everyone's lips: will there be something for me? For most children there was. But 
some there were who had no relatives or friends to send them a Christmas message. With
wistful eyes they watched the sorting of letters and parcels, not really expecting, but 
hoping for something – right until the last article had been taken from the bag. Eventually, 
from deep within the mailbag, I was handed a small parcel and letter from Mother. The 
initial joy of seeing the familiar scraggly handwriting suddenly evaporated as the realisation
hit me that this Christmas, so far away from the comfortable security of my own little 
cottage in the Cotswolds, there would be no stocking to retrieve from the foot of my bed 
and no Bubbles Annual with all the old familiar stories that had been such an intimate part 
of my life since I had first learnt to read.

But tears were soon wiped away. Gifts were waiting in Miss's room for those whom 
Santa had forgotten, and wistful eyes gleamed joyfully once more. For a while parcels 
were opened and letters were read. Then it was time to get ready for church.  Somehow 
the bell pealed with more animation, and children walked more briskly to church, their bare
brown feet making whispers of sound as they moved into allotted pews. And soon the 
magnificent interior echoed to the chorus of clear young voices singing with heart and soul,
'Christians Awake, Salute the Happy Morn.'  To anyone listening to the service, it would 
have been difficult to imagine anyone being unhappy on this special day, my first 
Australian Christmas. Yet lying just beneath the surface of this facade of happiness there 
must have been many children who missed the company of former loved ones. Part of the 
joy of my earlier Christmases was the family closeness – the jaunt, almost, of clambering 
up the hill for the special service. Now, here in Australia, although the Cottage Mothers 
were pleasant enough on this special day, there remained a distinct feeling of remoteness 
between adult and child. For all the noble endeavour of institutions, one vital ingredient is 
always missing. There is not, and never will be, a substitute for love.

With the service over, 350 children trod the red dirt track under a blazing sun to the 
welcome shelter of the dining room. A battery of whirling ceiling fans rustled the branches 
of gum tips and flowers that decorated the tables and walls, and when we sat down to cold
meat and salad my eyes misted in memory of a hot roast with all the trimmings, and pulling
crackers with brother George while Father sharpened his carving knife on the steel before 
attacking the steaming turkey and Mother keeping an eye on the vegetables in the oven 
while stirring the gravy… But there was plum pudding to follow, although it was boiled in 
the same cylindrical steamed-plonk tins that were used during the year. Not that it made 
any difference really; when it was cut into fourteen slices and laced with custard it tasted 
equally as rich as the traditionally shaped Christmas puddings. And then we pushed the 
forms back to thank God for what we had received and returned to our cottages with our 
sweet and nut ration in our pocket to keep us going while we played with toys, buried our 
noses in David Buck's extra bundle of comics or simply re-read our letters. I read Mother's 
letter for the third time and inspected once more the beautiful blue tie she had sent me.  I 
made a promise then, that even though I had to wear the official school tie at Fairbridge, 
on the day when I left I would wear her tie with my going-away suit. But that day was 



nearly five years into the future. A lot was to happen before then. The most immediate of 
these events happened the very next day. Half the kids from Fairbridge Farm invaded 
Mandurah. Boxing Day brought with it a flurry of preparation and excitement. There was so
much to do that as soon as we showered, packing started. Bundles of blankets and 
clothes were tied and labelled, eating utensils and cutlery were crated and the last 
housework for 17 days carried out. Then everything was stacked on the road verge 
awaiting the arrival of the truck. When it arrived there was a mad scramble of gear and 
bodies and a final wave to Miss as we left for our holiday.

Although Mandurah was only 25 kilometres away the drive took the best part of an 
hour. With the two trucks crammed to capacity with boisterous children the utmost care 
had to be taken. The last thing anyone wanted was an accident. For well over a decade 
the old faithful Reo truck had negotiated the journey dozens of times without mishap; now 
age had taken its toll of the engine, but the chassis lingered on as a horse-drawn wood-
cart. The replacement truck, together with Mr Nancarrow's Pinjarra-based carrier, now 
transported Fairbridgians to their idyllic holiday spot on the coast. 

MANDURAH BOUND

Three kilometres of gravelled road took us out of Fairbridge property on to the main 
South-West Highway, and by the time we had reached the bitumen, the truck was rollicking
with song. Successions of popular tunes of old England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales, in 
keeping with the holiday spirit, were reeled off one after the other with great gusto. Then it 
was only a matter of time before someone started up the school's favourite song in which 
the ancient Reo truck featured prominently in doing what it did best – transporting 
Fairbridge kids to and from Mandurah. For well over a decade it had been handed down to
new arrivals to keep the tradition going, and our lot had no intention of letting our 
forerunners down. At a giddy 25 kilometres per hour we stormed into Pinjarra bawling our 
heads off for the benefit of our long-suffering friends in the town. The strong easterly wing 
carried the familiar Gundagai tune well in advance of our arrival, and as we grew nearer 
they caught the words:



There's a truck rattling back on the old Pinjarra track 
Along the road to Fairbridge Farm,
For the radiator's hissing – the sparking plugs are missing
Beneath the summer sky,
For there's kero in the petrol and sand in the gears
And we haven't seen a garage for over 40 years.
There's a Reo rattling back on the old Pinjarra track
Along the road to Fairbridge Farm.

And as we turned right into Pinjarra Road and headed for Mandurah we were into our third
chorus and just warming up.  With the breeze behind us we fairly hurtled along the flat 
coastal plain at 50 kilometres an hour, hanging grimly on to our sou'wester hats. To lose 
one of these special neck protectors was regarded as almost a crime. From the start of 
summer the one protective measure that had been drummed into us was the necessity to 
wear our hats against the potential fatal effects of the fierce Australian sun.  But this slight 
inconvenience did nothing to dampen our enthusiasm or lessen the sound of sheer 
exuberance as we negotiated the bridges over the Murray and Serpentine rivers. Then we 
were in Mandurah, but instead of going on over the bridge that spanned the estuary, we 
turned right along the foreshore, skirting the waters of a shallow lagoon until branching off 
on a track that took us around it, and stopped at a clearing just before the Peninsular 
Hotel. A network of marquees and tents told us that we had arrived.  After quickly 
unloading our camping gear from the truck so that it could return to Fairbridge to fetch 
another load, we moved in to our allotted tents. Lying alongside each tent was a bundle of 
sacks and a few bales of straw. Then began the novelty of stuffing straw into the bags to 
form a mattress which, we were told, was known as a palliasse. I soon discovered that 
although it filled to a great bulk to start with, after a few days it had settled down to quite a 
thin wafer.  By midday, the camp had sorted itself out and when the bugle sounded 
'cookhouse' everyone made for the biggest marquee which obviously served as the dining-
room.  Here we found the seating was made from bush saplings, an innovation I thought 
that really added a special charm to the atmosphere of the camp. It certainly didn't impair 
our appetites because dinner plates were scraped in record time in anticipation of starting 
our holiday in earnest. 

But before we could do this, Bonk had a few words of wisdom for us.  He went on to
say in an authoritative voice, that although it was the intention of the staff to permit children
to enjoy themselves, it was imperative to maintain a high standard of cleanliness in order 
to avoid any outbreak of illness which would have inevitably spread quickly throughout the 
camp. Therefore every effort had to be made to control the fly problem and there was to be
no slackening of discipline for personal hygiene. To replace the customary morning 
shower, it was to be compulsory for everyone to have a dip in the lagoon. Fresh water had 
to be carted from a bore in Mandurah, so special care had to be made to avoid wasting it. 
The Colonel continued in a change of subject: 'At all times in your association with the 
local people, you will be judged by your behaviour. Remember, the good name of 
Fairbridge is your responsibility; do nothing to dishonour it. A programme of activity and 
competitions will be posted on the noticeboard daily, and you are encouraged to contribute
to their success by active participation. I shall inspect the dining and living areas every 
morning at 9.00 am sharp and a competition will be held, with a prize going to the cottage 
judged to have been the most efficient. At the completion of the inspection you will be free 
to enjoy yourselves.'  So there it was. Once again the Colonel’s former military experience 
came to the fore. Orders had been given in a precise and unambiguous manner. Every 
child knew instantly that if the rules were broken, some form of punishment could be 
expected. That was the system employed at Fairbridge and we kids accepted and 
appreciated it.  



Mandurah in the '30s was a sleepy fishing resort consisting mainly of timber and 
fibro holiday cottages, each with its own windmill-powered bore water supply or storage 
tanks that were filled from the run-off from the roofs. Two hotels and half a dozen shops 
were enough to meet the requirements of the town. One family of early settlers to the 
district, the Tuckey family, had built their home and shop on the prime waterfront site close 
to the bridge, while across the road Suttons occupied the tea-rooms on the strategic 
corner position. A hundred metres farther along the waterfront was the well-named 
Renown Bakery whose produce enjoyed an excellent reputation far beyond the boundaries
of the district. The other shops were dotted along the road. But perhaps the most popular 
establishment of all for us Fairbridge kids was the Capitol theatre. Apart from a very 
occasional showing of Hoot Gibson on the silent screen at the farm school, I hadn't seen a
picture since my day out at Clapham.

HOLIDAYMAKERS FISHING ON MANDURAH’S FORESHORE WITH FOOTBRIDGE TO
THE PENINSULAR HOTEL IN THE BACKGROUND

But Mandurah's popularity stems from its waterways, the unique attraction being the Peel 
Inlet. This great expanse of water is almost a circular lake about 16 kilometres across with 
an average depth of two metres and into which flows the Murray and Serpentine rivers. An 
extension of the inlet is the 24-kilometres-long, three-kilometres-wide Harvey Estuary 
which is equally as shallow. In fact, some areas of both waterways are less than knee 
deep but the whole place is a prolific breeding ground for crabs, prawns and some species
of fish. Providing a regular tidal flow into this unique system is a natural channel from the 
Indian Ocean which, of course, gives vital access for the marine life.

During my first visit to Mandurah there were new and productive skills to learn: skills
like trawling for prawns along the water's edge, and baiting a hook. And knowing what 
sized hook to use was important too. Some of the best fishing and prawning was to be had
underneath the bridge. This was made possible by the thoughtful construction of a 
sizeable fishing platform with a double access to the shore. So popular was this spot that 
some local authority had cut notches into the seating edges allotting each person an equal
amount of room At certain times of the day or night, not only were people seated shoulder 
to shoulder, but there were others waiting behind them ready to occupy immediately any 
abandoned position. Even if you weren't lucky enough to get a spot, sometimes there was 
drama to watch, especially when the king prawns came floating through on an ebb tide.



To catch prawns in a scoop net it is necessary to use very fine meshing with a deep 
pocket, and, if operating from the platform beneath the bridge, a long handle is a 
requirement.  The fortunate ones are the people upstream in a boat. They get the first 
pickings with a short-handled net which is much easier to control. All they need is a bright 
gas lamp and a keen eye. Sometimes the prawns that get caught are the lucky ones; the 
survivors having only a brief respite before being subjected to another fierce onslaught.
Awaiting their passage under the bridge is a gallery of gas lamps and a battery of long-
handled nets ready to pounce. As soon as a sighting is made, the action is on. There is no 
order given to commence battle as it would be extremely unwise to alert the opposition. It 
is then that the net with the longest handle comes into its own. Constant, repetitive 
calculations are being made as the range diminishes with the approaching target. A 
muffled mutter alerts the unwatchful. An uncontrolled curse escapes selfish lips, nets are 
poised, breath is held…Suddenly, a salvo of shots strikes the water simultaneously. The 
silent river erupts into a boiling cauldron. Prawns vanish and nets disappear beneath the 
brine from which they are hurriedly retrieved for inspection. But there is only one winner, 
and while he disentangles the prize, a second force of attackers waits in the rear in the 
hope of sighting more prawns while the others are still regrouping.

For hours the battle rages with little comment. There is a constant clash of armour, 
a choked oath, an occasional stifled cry. If a casualty withdraws, his place is immediately 
taken by a reservist, and the war continues unabated. Fortunately there are no serious 
injuries. But there are many observers.  The spectator seats are crowded with supporters 
watching with keen interest, slaking their thirst and appeasing their appetites from flasks 
and snack boxes. In addition, there is a continual stream of casual visitors taking a 
summer night's stroll, who peer inquisitively into half-filled buckets of water to observe the 
haul. With competition so keen there is little likelihood of a small Fairbridge lad getting a 
position in the battle for the prawns. His chance is with the crabs.

To begin with, the tackle is more within his budget, particularly if two or three pool 
their resources. All that is required is a drop-net, some bait and a long length of rope. That 
gives an enterprising lad a start. By selling his catch for the day, he can add to his number 
of nets which hopefully increases his yield. The bait problem is usually solved by waiting 
for a fisherman to clean his catch, and latching on to the heads before the pelicans beat 
him to it. Very soon, if all goes well and the crabs are running, the young entrepreneur has 
enough capital to hire a boat and so he's on his way to making his first million.  But the 
sports-minded enthusiast who enjoys the thrill of the chase walks the shallows of the 
estuary with scoop net and tub, preferably when the water is calm so that the sighting of 
the prey is made easier and lessens the chance of placing an unprotected toe into the 
powerful claws of a big Blue Manna.

Fishing though, was the sport for everyone. With just ordinary hand-held green 
string or catgut lines, one or two hooks and a sinker, there was always a catch of sand-
whiting to be made. And it didn't take long to learn the skills of the game; the tying on of a 
hook, when to use a running sinker, when not to use a sinker at all, and the subtleties of 
the different rigs. The greatest pleasure came when the cumulative catches were taken to 
the kitchen for the cooks to prepare a delicious meal of fresh fish.

And of course there was always the swimming. Mandurah's waterways catered for 
all tastes; from the sheltered, shallow lagoon to the deeper waters of the channel in which 
dolphins cruised leisurely between conveniently placed sand bars where the weaker 
swimmers could rest awhile before struggling for the other bank.  But most adventurous of 
all was the escape to the wilderness of Hall's Head where the giant rollers of the open sea 
swept in to pound on clean sandy beaches. Here we had our first thrill of trying to catch the
great green curling waves that hurled us shorewards at a breathtaking pace to leave us 
panting at the water's edge and sometimes struggling to resist the drag of the receding 
foam.  A few minutes of this bruising treatment was all that the youngsters could take 



before retiring to join the horse that was resting in the shade of the shrub-covered sand-
hills. Old Dobbin had just brought a tank full of water for us to slake our thirst before 
tackling the surf once more.  And while I rested, enjoying the spread of crashing seas 
beneath an expanse of deep blue sky, I couldn't help comparing it with the mud flats of 
Weston-Super-Mare. Although it lacked the sophistication, the amenities and the 
entertainment of its English counterpart, Mandurah in the '30s was an unspoilt paradise.

There were times though, when the Fairbridge children thought otherwise. 
Especially when we were all set to plunge into the lagoon immediately after Reveille, only 
to find the tide was out and we had to run a couple of hundred metres to find water deep 
enough for our purposes. And even though it was summer, an early morning's easterly 
breeze whipping against wet bathers could be quite a chilly experience.  We discovered 
too, that even in paradise, Bonk had no intention of lowering the standard of discipline. He 
had warned us about cleanliness and his first day's inspection was pitiless. Colonel Heath 
had not been a leader of men and the recipient of the Military Cross for nothing. He set the
required standard from the outset and made sure that we understood. From then on the 
inter-cottage competition was conducted in earnest. 'Don't you know that you must wait 
until after inspection before you bring out the morning paper? Hmm - two marks.'

Similarly, his genius for detail meant that if a blanket was carelessly folded or out of 
alignment, it was a point docked. If the Colonel spotted a minute fragment of paper on the 
floor, it brought an immediate broadside: 'What's that newspaper doing on the ground?' he 
thundered.  Exaggeration excelled in the mess hut; a crumb on the floor and he was away:
'What the devil are you throwing away that loaf of bread for?' he demanded. 'Don't you 
know that half the people of the world are starving?' and on it went. A fishbone became 
nothing smaller than a shark, and a small segment of wrapping paper that had escaped 
detection by 14 pairs of eyes but seen by Bonk had him demanding why a pound of butter 
should be left lying on the ground. 'Three marks!' echoed the dismal tidings, as his 
assistant reached for the pencil.

With the inspection over, the rest of the day was ours. The duty mess orderlies had 
a little extra to do before and after meals, but it was done quickly enough and little free 
time was lost. In the first day or two, it was only natural that everyone wanted to slip into 
town to see what the shops had to offer and to sample the luxury of an icecream.  There 
were two ways to reach the town from the camp on the peninsula. You could follow the 
road around the lagoon, or take the short cut to the foreshore across the rickety old 
footbridge. However, that way was fraught with danger. The ageing bridge planks may 
once have been flush fitting and close, but years of weathering in a hostile environment 
had shrunk the boards into little more than slats. But unfortunately the shrinking had not 
been uniform, so that some slats protruded well above others. In addition, the nails had 
become so corroded over the years that most of the slats had worked loose. For 
barefooted children it came a challenge to complete the crossing unscathed. This feat was
very rarely accomplished, even during daylight hours by using exaggerated high steps: 
imagine the difficulty a night crossing caused.

A night crossing returning after the pictures became almost obligatory unless you 
walked four times the distance around the road. This might have suited the bigger boys 
when dawdling their girl friends home from the pictures, but most of us preferred to take 
the risk of a stubbed toe or a splintered foot across the bridge. Only very occasionally did 
someone twist an ankle or miss a handrail and finish up in the drink.

The pictures, of course, were never missed, unless you ran out of money. An open-
air theatre was something to write home about, especially for us English kids. Everything 
was out in the open including the big screen. Along the fence-line and opposite the screen,
a gate opened on to a sloped area that was three parts filled with deckchairs. It was like 
sitting on a sandless beach at night. England was nothing like this.
Apart from fishing, the cinema offered the only other form of night life in the town. And after



a year-long bedtime of eight o'clock, not one of us intentionally missed out on a chance to 
stay out late.  The proprietors of the Capitol theatre made special concessions for 
Fairbridge children. For threepence, we could sit on the grassed area between the 
deckchairs and the screen, and although this meant watching a distorted picture with up-
stretched necks, it was not enough to deter the enthusiasm or lessen the enjoyment of the 
show. In any event this small inconvenience was resolved when the picture started, by the 
lucky few scrambling into the unoccupied seats, leaving more space for the others to move
back. For days after a picture night, we relived the most exciting episodes time and time 
again, extracting the very last scrap of value for our threepence. The highlight of our 
holiday, of course, was the free picture night, especially appreciated by the many who had 
run out of funds. As the occasion usually signalled the ending of the camp, those who still 
had money let their heads go in a final orgy of spending. Even some of the paupers might 
be permitted a lick or two of an icecream.

The day before we packed up was a busy one. With Bonk going the rounds on his 
last inspection, conjecture was keen on who would take out the Most Efficient Cottage 
prize. And always he saw to it that the finish was close; there was nothing like competition 
to stimulate and maintain a healthy interest in things. The place-getters were announced at
dinner time amid a mixture of enthusiastic applause and a lot of good-natured banter. 
Whatever the prize, it usually came out of the Colonel's pocket and just in time for it to be 
spent.  But all too soon the morning arrived when we had to pack up for the return to 
Fairbridge. Understandably, this was done with a lot less enthusiasm than before, but we 
all had many happy memories to sustain us for another year, and no matter how deflated 
we felt, nothing could stop us putting all we had into the singing of the Fairbridge song, the
most raucous chorus of which we reserved for the Pinjarra people.

With the dumping of our gear outside the cottages it was back to work. Blankets were 
trodden on in the bath to remove the salt, shorts and shirts were washed on the old scrubbing board, 
and cutlery resuscitated with a liberal application of Bon-ami. Miss greeted us with the news that a 
new work roster was on the notice board. Reality had returned. 

Our Mandurah holiday was taken in two halves; one half went in the trucks that took
the first lot back. Having had a period of unrestricted opportunity for swimming, we were 
anxious to keep it going in the river for as long as the school holidays lasted. But the river 
had not yet been dammed, which created a few problems during that first summer. 
Summers in this part of the world are long, hot, and dry, with very little rain falling for four 
or five months, during which the South Dandalup River dries up considerably to expose a 
river bed littered with the debris of fallen tree trunks and roots. Only a handful of water 
holes suitable for swimming existed and these were formed by an odd tree falling in the 
right place.  The other problem lay in the fact that we now required the supervision of a 
Cottage Mother when we went swimming. This in turn put the pressure on us boys not to 
do anything that would antagonise Miss. It was all too easy for her to withhold the 
privilege, a fact that became the Cottage Mother's most effective disciplinary weapon. But 
in all fairness, the walk to and from the swimming holes would have taxed the strength of 
the more elderly Cottage Mothers, particularly on a very hot day. Although Miss Wellard 
and Miss Fraser weren't exactly young, they took their children swimming practically every 
day. In fact, Nelson cottage had such a stalwart in Miss Wellard that extended well beyond 
the confines of the swimming holes. Indeed, such was the passion for her boys, that during
the cricket season she undertook the self-appointed task of scorer, with the result that her 
boys rarely lost a match.

Nelson was just over the road from Rhodes, and on many evenings I watched 
enviously as they made their way to the river with Miss Wellard's chair carried high on the 
head of one of her boys. Nelson may not have been one of the fashionable cottages, but 
their Cottage Mother was a woman whose sole purpose was the welfare of her boys.

Rhodes's choice of pools led past the Founder's grave and along a path that wound 



down to the river. Along the way, Miss instructed me to walk before her to hold back any 
foliage that impeded our progress.. 'One day, Ramsbottom', she said, 'this is the sort of 
behaviour I'd expect you to do for your young lady, especially when you are out courting.' 
Although I was happy enough to help Miss in this way, her words seemed to me to be a 
futile wish, as at that time, I couldn't possibly imagine any girl wanting to share my name in
marriage.  As we neared the valley, a murmur of water drifted through the evening heat, 
setting a gentle rhythm to the performance of the hidden birds as they trilled and chuckled 
from the safety of bulky red gums and slim saplings. With the invasion of their territory, this
pleasant harmony would soon be overpowered by the raucous enthusiasm of liberated 
children at play.  For an hour we splashed and played in the muddy water, pausing only to 
tear off a leech or two. We non-swimmers kept to the shallows while the others dived or 
jumped into the deep water from the trunk and roots of trees that formed the pool. When 
Miss called us out, the older boys saw to it that the young ones acted promptly because 
they had no intention of letting anyone jeopardise future swimming jaunts. After I towelled 
myself down, I recovered my walking stick, and dutifully took up my position as Miss's 
protector for the return walk .home.

Occasionally Miss took us into the hills. Here was new adventure scrambling over 
rocks, down gullies and climbing the steep rise to stand on a huge granite boulder from 
where the wide expanse of the coastal plain could be viewed, and kangaroos could be 
seen grazing in the scattered patches of grass. But the hills were popular for the waterfalls 
that cascaded over the boulder-strewn water course. The favourite spot was a deep 
natural hole fed by a slide, smoothed over the centuries into an idyllic water playground. 
Here was an environment far different from the smoggy streets of London; here was 
freedom and laughter and fun.

In less than a year, I had escaped from the gloom of London to the beauty of the 
bush under the distant ceiling of blue Australian skies. A pattern of life was emerging. The 
disciplined routine of institutional life was relieved at regular intervals by periods of 
comparative freedom, but always under supervision wherever potential danger lurked, 
enough to give a sense of security. It would and could not ever compensate for the loss of 
parental love and the life in my Cotswold village, but as a substitute, it was a compromise 
of experiences to which I managed to make a healthy adjustment. Indeed, we seemed to 
be a resilient lot at Fairbridge and accepted our circumstances with no apparent feeling of 
resentment. Our conditions compared more than favourably with families in the outside 
world struggling to survive during those difficult years of the great depression.

NEW CHUMS NO MORE

When school resumed, I went into Miss Young's class. She was a slim, athletic person with
nearly always a smile on her lean face. From the very first day I made up my mind to do 
well in her class. But then, from as far back as I could remember I had always enjoyed 
learning, so the decision came naturally to me.  In the meantime, another party of children 
had arrived which meant that the Otranto party was no longer the 'new chums'. This gave 
us a feeling of maturity, a certain status. We were qualified now to give advice. The little 
tricks of the trade were being learnt that made life a little less traumatic; dodges like 
holding a broom under the spray from the shower, although this was fraught with danger if 
a 'tattle-tale' saw it and whined about it to Miss. Consequently it was a definite advantage 
to remain popular with the other boys.

With the cottage cleaning roster changing regularly, it was only a matter of time 
before I graduated through all the jobs that guaranteed cleanliness of cottage and clothes. 
In a comparatively short time I could set tables, wash dishes, wash shirts and pants on a 
corrugated scrubbing board, scrub floors and polish jarrah floorboards.  The two cleaning 



agents were kerosene and phenyl, and Miss took great care to see that they were used to 
advantage. I never realised just how complicated scrubbing a floor could be. Everything 
had to be done to a routine, the basic requirements being a bucket of water spiked with 
phenyl, a floorcloth, a scrubbing brush and a slab of washing soap. Then, with me on my 
knees and Miss standing over me, the instruction began.

'Start from a corner and use the cloth to wet a patch of floor.'  From then on the 
orders came thick and fast. 'Don't try to do too much at a time… put a little more water on 
the floor… only half-wring out the cloth… no, that's not the way to wring out a cloth. I'll 
show you once, and remember, there's only one way to do anything and that is the correct 
way. Now watch and listen…'  I resumed my efforts, but with so many instructions I was 
becoming confused. And still the lesson continued.  'Right…that's enough. Now wipe up 
the dirty suds with the cloth… you will find you will have to wring the cloth out two or three 
times before the floor is dry enough.'  It took five minutes to do just one small patch and 
there was the whole floor to do. I was almost in tears thinking I'd never get through it all in 
time for school. But there was still more to come.

'Now, do the floor along the wall. Always remember this, Ramsbottom, if you do the 
corners and sides first, the middle will do itself'.  That was her parting gem. To this day I 
have not forgotten how to scrub a floor. Only these days I don't get down on my hands and
knees.  The polished boards of the living room and the dormitory received an application of
kerosene on Saturday mornings, after which they were polished. Every other day they 
were swept and polished only. Because of its size, the dormitory became very irksome 
working on hands and knees, so the engineers among us came up with a device to lighten 
the workload.

A large wooden block bound with layers of cloth and fitted to a long handle 
revolutionised the cleaning. Another dimension was added when it was discovered that by 
reinforcing the joint between block and handle it became strong enough to hold a boy's 
weight. So with the beds pushed to one end, a miniature drag strip resulted, with pusher 
and passenger taking turns. There were minor breakdowns of course, but these were 
rectified by the trial-and-error method.  Cleaning the dormitory very soon became the most
popular job, but looking after the Cottage Mother came a close second. Mrs Tomkinson's 
floor was covered by a carpet square so all her room required was a sweep and dusting. 
True, when in the main dining-hall there was her breakfast to fetch from the servery, but 
that was little enough. It was in the evening that Miss's job turned out interesting.  
Ingredients for this meal were brought from the store; things like butter, eggs and tea. In 
addition, she sometimes preferred not to eat a cooked breakfast, but took her uncooked 
rations back to the cottage to augment the other supplies. And to keep these perishables 
fresh every cottage had a cooling system generally known as a Coolgardie Safe.  This 
contraption consisted of a hessian-covered metal frame about 50 centimetres square and 
one metre tall, with a hinged door giving access to three compartments separated by tin 
shelving. The top of the frame became a reservoir by extending the sides ten centimetres 
above the roof. This held several gallons of water into which strips of cloth hung from all 
sides over the edge and down the outside. Once these were saturated, water slowly 
permeated down the hessian walls of the safe into a tray with a built-in outlet. The whole 
structure stood on a strong metal-framed base about 30 centimetres off the floor. By 
keeping the safe on a shaded veranda, and allowing the breeze to blow freely around the 
moist sides, it was surprising how cool the interior became. Naturally, its efficiency 
depended on the reservoir being topped up, which became the responsibility of Miss's boy.

When my turn came round for this job, I tried always to watch her cook her evening 
meal, particularly omelettes, which seemed to be one of her favourite meals. After a couple
of weeks of observing and asking questions, I asked Miss if I could have a go at making 
one for her. She not only agreed, but stayed with me to supervise my efforts, with the 
result that between us we cooked a very satisfactory meal. At least, I thoroughly enjoyed 



the generous portion that she gave me. That was one of the perks of the job; you not only 
put away Miss's leftovers, but you also got to lick her cooking utensils clean. But perhaps 
the best perk of all was in making her a cup of tea. With a little manipulation, you always 
managed to squeeze a cup out for yourself, liberally sweetened, naturally enough, from 
her own sugar supply. It made a welcome change from cocoa. 

Of the many after-school chores, fetching the daily milk ration was probably the 
easiest. The distribution centre was outside the rear door of the main dining hall, where a 
billy can from each cottage was placed on a table abutting the building. When the milk cart
arrived from the dairy, the main kitchen's requirements were met first and the remainder 
was divided among the cottages. The senior Cottage Mother, Mrs Huxham, dished it out 
with the aid of one- and two-pint ladles. She was a quaintly old-fashioned woman with a 
penchant for wearing black, and not one to suffer fools gladly, her tongue matched her 
features, and woe betide any child who arrived late on the scene.

My favourite after-school chore was the jaunt into the bush for a log of wood, or a 
sugarbag load of gravel. To me it was an hour of freedom. Although we had no watches, 
experience gave us our own sense of timing. So, like all the others, I learnt to read the sun
and the shadows, but when these were hidden, mistakes could prove costly. A return to the
cottage too early and another job could be found; too late, and the penalty could be a cold 
bath in the residual water of a dozen dirty boys, plus an extra load of gravel the following 
night for loitering. So the punishment became an incentive to learn all quicker.

But the environment of the bush was nearly every small boy's dream. To me, it was an 
education and a time of discovery. I learnt to identify the gum trees, the banksias, the sheoaks and 
the paper barks. In September the bush became a mass of colour with the wattles, the leschenaultia, 
hovea, and the distinctive red and green kangaroo paws. More importantly, I was fast becoming a 
seasoned veteran; I could run through the scrub and along the cruellest of gravel paths with the best 
of them now. I was fast becoming a little Aussie.

At the 1934 school sports meeting, I was successful in winning the medal for the 
Junior Champion Athlete although I was hard-pressed by the improving Jock Paterson. But
another opportunity came my way when Miss Young chose me to play the part of Tom 
Sawyer in the school's end-of-year concert. She had introduced the book to us throughout 
the year to familiarise us with the story, but in choosing me to play the hero, she 
unwittingly unleashed a barrage of accusation from the other aspiring actors, that I was 
teacher's pet. But I found little trouble in coping with that; it was nothing in comparison to 
the name-calling I had been used to over the years.

With Pauline Binnal as my ‘Aunt Polly,’ a dark-haired lad named Ken Dearlove as 
‘Huckleberry Finn’, and Stewart Macklin as the ‘New Boy’, rehearsals started in the 
classroom. As the concert time drew near and the cast became more confident under Miss
Young's direction, the classroom rocked under the enthusiasm of some pretty realistic 
acting.  The fight scene between the New Boy and Tom had Stuart Macklin and myself 
rolling around the floor until his cries of anguish brought Mr. Healey charging across from 
three classrooms away to find out the cause of the disturbance. But when it came to the 
actual performance it was Kenny Dearlove who received most of the accolade; he and his 
dead cat.

It was in 1934 also that the Fairbridge Farm Brass Band was formed. An item in the 
weekly routine orders invited any boy who was interested to report to Mr Shugar in the 
main dining hall on the following Sunday afternoon. Mr Shugar was the cook at the farm 
school, but before he and his wife came from England, he had spent several years in the 
Scots Guards Band.  Now, mainly through the fund-raising efforts of the sports mistress, 
Mrs Groom, Fairbridge had its own set of brass instruments.  On that first audition it was 
surprising just how many boys failed the simple aural test that Mr Shugar put us through. I 
hadn't had any previous musical knowledge, but like so many other children, thought that 
the band would be some sort of glamorous job that would excuse us from having to do 



more strenuous work. However, right from the start, we found that it was going to be a lot 
of hard work. Those that failed to sing or whistle in tune were discarded; the 30 of us who 
were left went back to our cottage smug in the belief that we would be playing popular 
tunes in a month.

What a shock it was to be told then that it would be-six months before we would be 
allowed even to touch an instrument. At our first get-together, instead of music stands and 
noise, there were blackboards and chalk. A whole new language had to be learnt; a 
language of signs and symbols. For two evenings a week after school, the band battled it 
out, and during the six months' 'donkey work' as Mr Shugar called it, several more boys 
gave it away.  Eventually graduation night came around; the night when instruments were 
to be handed out. Excitement reached its peak as 18 boys were presented with cornets, 
tenor horns, baritones, euphoniums, trombones and basses, with the percussion section 
completing the presentation. No Buckingham Palace investiture could have been more 
meaningful; no prize more treasured.  It was purely Mr Shugar's experience that dictated 
the distribution of instruments. Thin-lipped boys were given cornets because of their small 
mouthpieces, with the larger mouth-pieced instruments going to the full-lipped. I was 
handed a trombone.

After the long mental grind of absorbing the theory of elementary music, nothing 
could have prepared us for the shocking array of noises that gurgled and farted from 
somewhere out of the maze of tubing at our first attempt to produce a note. It would have 
been understandable if Mr Shugar had packed it in right there and then. But, being the 
experienced musician and patient person that he was, he set out on his mammoth task 
with methodical efficiency.  Each instrumental group reported to him in turn immediately 
after school, with the first lesson being the care and maintenance of instruments. He 
explained the reason for such highly skilled engineering behind the manufacture of each 
instrument; the need for care in handling it especially when it was not being played. He 
emphasized the need for cleanliness; to wash it through with hot, soapy water, with special
attention given to the mouthpiece. And finally he stressed the importance of appearance, 
particularly when the band became available for engagements. Harry Butler and David 
Foulkes were my fellow trombonists. Our tuition day was on every Tuesday and we came 
in for special attention.

'Because of the trombone's straight tubing, you boys need to be extra careful in the 
handing of it. One small dent in the slide can do irreparable damage. You have the 
responsibility for its safety at all times.'  That was Mr Shugar's way.  No beating about the 
bush; no room for ambiguity. Ours was the pride of ownership.

For the first few weeks there were some weird sounds to be heard coming from the 
main kitchen after four o’clock .  Very often emotions ran high; frustrations built up, 
simmered for a time, then spilled into tears. Yet through it all, Mr Shugar coaxed, 
encouraged, pleaded and sometimes demanded that we try harder, concentrate more, talk
less and listen longer. He grew to know the temperament of each boy, how much each 
individual could take. And gradually his patience and understanding was rewarded with 
progress. Sounds became notes, and notes grew increasingly more tuneful.  Soon scales 
were being mastered. The band was taking shape.  Full band practice was held every 
Wednesday and Friday night and anyone not attending needed a very good excuse. 
Colonel Heath, ever the old soldier, had the band’s interest at heart and let nothing impede
its progress. Cottage Mothers were instructed to free their band boys from all other chores 
in order to attend band practice and Mr Shugar himself had threatened any truant with 
instant dismissal. He wasn't going to have anyone waste his and everyone else's time.

He and his wife were employed at Fairbridge as cooks, for which they received a 
modest wage out of which they had to pay rent for their small cottage behind the 
cookhouse. Mr Shugar received no extra payment for his time, effort and expertise in 
forming and training the band. In fact it cost him money.  Every Friday night, with 



instruments back in their cases and stored away after band rehearsal, he would produce a 
paper bag full of penny chocolate frogs and ceremoniously present one to each of us 
together with a good-natured quip or word of advice. But, on this occasion, never a 
criticism. This was a ritual to be savoured. We loved him for it.

FAIRBRIDGE BAND ON THE MARCH.
JACK RAMSBOTTOM, FRONT RANK CENTRE

1935  was a year to be remembered. On18 November I became a teenager.  It was also 
the Silver Jubilee of the reign of King George V, and to celebrate the occasion every 
Fairbridge child was presented with a medallion.  During the year, one of the King's sons, 
the Duke of Gloucester, visited Australia and his itinerary included a short visit to 
Fairbridge. Bonk saw it as an ideal opportunity for the band to make its debut, despite Mr 
Shugar's protests that it was not yet ready. But the Colonel insisted that the band play the 
National Anthem at the official welcome outside the church.  Subsequently, despite our 
unpreparedness, the band was lined up on parade, music in card holders and the order for
the Royal Salute given. The National Anthem was played, but the arrangement was 
unique. Mr Shugar had solved the problem of our inadequacies by giving everyone the 
melody to play, with the fingering or slide positions written in beneath each note. The band 
had arrived.

The day following the Duke's visit was a day almost too thrilling to be real. The 
magnificent Grenadier Guards Band called in to see us. In reality, its musical director, 
Major Miller, brought his band from Perth as a compliment to Colonel Heath who was a 
former Guardsman. But the whole school shared in the Colonel’s pleasure as the band 
marched and counter-marched up and down the hockey field behind the church.  The 
mood changed when the moustached Musical Director, with a double row of military 
ribbons adorning the left breast of his long frock coat, took over from the giant Drum-Major.
In his braided peaked cap, immaculate white gloves and with ceremonial sword at the hip, 
he wielded the baton with authoritative flourish. The pageant of marching had been stirring
enough: now the band played tingling arrangements of traditional melodies culminating in 
a moving rendition of Roses of Picardy. For the members of the Fairbridge fledgling band, 
and for me in particular, listening to the music of such a famous British military band that 
seemingly had marched into our lives straight out of the pages of history, was an 
experience beyond measure. When I stood on the dirt road and waved their coach 
goodbye, I had an unexplainable feeling of sadness, an emptiness, as though I had lost 
something precious.

When reality returned, and I recalled that the sum total of my musical ability was a 
couple of fuzzy-sounding scales, I realised that I had a long way to go in the music 
business.  But the visit of the Grenadier Guards Band must have subconsciously inspired 
our small group of battlers, because from that moment on, our band improved rapidly. 
Within a few weeks we were playing simple tunes from our 'tutors', and from there, we 
tackled our first march. It is a tune I shall never forget; it is called 'When Jesus Comes'. We

 



played no other march for 12 months.  But it was one thing to play sitting down, and 
something quite different to play on the march. During the long summer evenings the 
sound of our one march drifted back on the sea breeze as we trod the main track on the 
road to perfection.

Eventually the time came when Mr Shugar considered that the band was ready for 
its first public appearance. And it was an occasion not to be taken lightly. Colonel Heath 
was invited to the final rehearsal to give official approval and consent for the inaugural 
event.  The announcement was made at breakfast time the following morning. Despite the 
persistent rumours that had spread throughout the village, the dining hall came to a hurried
silence as Bonk strode purposefully to his customary position ,and in his familiar military 
stand-at-ease pose, with empty left sleeve tucked into his coat pocket, began.

'I have an historic announcement to make. The School Band will play a programme 
of light music outside this hall immediately after next Sunday's church service. Cottage 
Mothers will see that everyone who is not engaged in mess duties will attend.'

That was it. The Colonel had issued the order, and the band had been guaranteed 
its first audience. But, captive audience though it may have been, we were given generous
applause after each short melody. We methodically worked through our tutors which were 
held in our card holders as we stood for the performance. But even this slight 
inconvenience passed unnoticed as we warmed to the reception given to us. And after 
each item, a suited Mr Shugar turned to his audience to give a slight nod and a wide smile 
of acknowledgement. And well he might have been pleased; a year's hard persistence had
come to fruition. No prouder man ever held a baton.

From that day on, the band went from strength to strength. More music was bought,
our repertoire grew, our reputation spread. Requests for our services came in from 
surrounding organizations and individuals. We performed at the inter-school sports 
meeting, at various flower shows and on the Mandurah foreshore. With the approach of 
Christmas the band was in greater demand than ever. We even played carols outside 
Pinjarra's Premier Hotel with the publican keeping us well topped up with lemonade. 
Naturally, with perks like that, we kids didn't mind how many engagements we played at. It 
did wonders for our egos. When children of Australian families gathered around our music 
stands to listen to the achievements of orphaned Fairbridge kids, it gave me personally a 
warm feeling of self-esteem; a realisation that, after all, we were not so underprivileged, 
we were worth something to the community.

Meanwhile back at Fairbridge, the band added atmosphere and tradition to our own 
Christmas season by playing carols beneath the dim street lights that were scattered 
throughout the village. For the first time since my carol singing nights around Bismore and 
Eastcombe, I felt some familiarity with the festive season.  But the achievements of the 
school band were not the only thing of note to happen to Fairbridge throughout that long 
hard year of endeavour. As part of the nation's Silver Jubilee celebrations, the whole 
school was taken to Perth for a day out.

It was unbelievable. Nothing on such a grand scale had ever happened before. It 
was a thrill even to walk into Pinjarra to catch the special train. It was a small price to pay 
for the privilege of seeing the city dressed up and illuminated in honour of the occasion. 
The train trip alone would have been enough to have made our day, but add a picture 
show and a trip on a ferry to the zoo, and it was more than we had dared hope for. But still 
there was more. A meal in the Town Hall put us all in good spirits to gaze in wonder at the 
fabulous neon lights and floodlit buildings that transformed Perth into a picture 
wonderland. Although it was very late by the time we got to bed that night, we all agreed 
that it had been a special day to remember.



UNPALATABLE RICE AND FRESH APRICOTS

One day Mrs Tomkinson called us together to tell us that Colonel Heath thought that she 
was getting too old to look after 14 children, so she was being retired.  I was genuinely 
sorry to see her go, although her departure conformed to a pattern of semi-permanency 
with all my maternal relationships. Although there was no comparison between her and my
mother, she had been a woman of compassion who had invited us on many a cold winter's
evening to sit on her carpet in front of a homely fire and share her newspaper. She had 
done her job well. She had corrected our mistakes, taught us new skills (humble though 
they were), advised us on simple etiquette, and had appointed me sports captain of 
Rhodes.

The only altercation I had had with her in the two years since my arrival had been 
through a mistake. It happened one evening while reading the paper in her room when I 
was surprised to see an item of special interest and couldn't help reading it out. 'Bradman 
has had an operation for appendicitis while the rest of the Australian cricketers are on the 
way home by sea.'  No sooner had the last word been spoken, when Miss rocked me with 
a slap around the face.  'How dare you say that!' she cried angrily.  'But it's here in the 
paper Miss, see: 'Bradman has Operation.'  'Did you say Bradman?'  'Yes Miss, here is the
heading.'  I pointed to the paragraph, my ear still ringing. The fact was that one of our 
boys, Walter Bedwell, had been taken to hospital that very day with severe abdominal 
pains. She obviously had heard the name wrong.  'Well, in that case, I'm very sorry,' she 
said apologetically. The peculiar outcome of that unfortunate episode was that the very 
next day, Bedwell did have an appendectomy.

Another more personal setback happened to me at about this time. I was not 
gaining weight. Sister Bargh discovered it doing her regular check-up, with the result that I 
was put on a special diet. During this apparently unsatisfactory growth period, I hadn't felt 
ill at all, and to suddenly find myself with a weekly ration of six eggs and half a pound of 
butter, felt like I was in a permanent party. Unfortunately the party lasted only three 
months, by which time it was decided that I was out of danger and fit enough to go back on
to bread and dripping.

Our new Cottage Mother was Miss Rice. A tallish woman in her late thirties, with 
shrewd face and just a trace of red in her dark brown hair, she settled straight into a no-
nonsense routine. Her thin lips emphasised a firmness of purpose that was substantiated 
by her actions. She was also unmarried.  She established her authority from the start by 
supervising our morning shower. At 13 years of age it made me feel uncomfortable, and 
even though she ordered us to turn our backs, there was still something uncommonly 
curious about it.  When the weather warmed up and the risk of dodging the morning 
shower lessened, she introduced a game of forfeits. A minimum of ten minutes was 
allowed, timed from the last note of Reveille, to make our bed and have a shower and 
report to her bedside which was now on her front veranda. She preferred to sleep there 
during the summer.

This was no problem for most of us, but the same couldn't be said for the smaller 
ones. Unfortunately for them, Miss was obviously not familiar with the system of 
handicapping that gives, or at least, tries to give all starters an equal chance. She made 
the rules, and that was that. There was no higher authority to whom an appeal could be 
made, although I suppose that some enterprising older boy could have asked to have 
been fronted up before Bonk. But it was never thought of. I suppose the system could be 
labelled as 'institutional democracy'. It wouldn't have been quite so bad if the penalty for a 
late finish had been some extra duty, but when the punishment was a deprivation of food, 
the fairness of the game must be questioned.  When breakfast constitutes a plate of 
porridge and some dripping and jam on dry bread, the withholding of the jam takes away 
the one ingredient that makes the meal palatable. Little David Buck, the baby of the 



cottage, had more than his share of unpalatable breakfasts. His was a good week if he 
had jam on his bread three times.

David came in for some more attention shortly after. Because he was so young, 
Miss Rice installed him as the permanent lavatory cleaner. It was a simple task of 
sweeping it out, washing the seat and floor, and keeping up the supply of newspaper 
squares that hung on the wall.  The problem was, of course, that the work could only be 
done while the premises were vacant, and with 14 boys clamouring for patronage first 
thing in the morning, there was not a lot of time left for him to complete the job. Not that it 
worried David. Of all the boys in the cottage, he was the most even-tempered and gentlest
mannered. He was not one to let a small problem of time upset him. He had his own 
unique method of dealing with the situation; a situation in which he introduced the normal 
healthy boy's capacity for improvisation. When the lavatory was occupied, he didn't just 
wait around wasting the morning.  He used his imagination. To David, it became a number 
of things. One day it was a sentry box, another a palace. But whatever structure it 
assumed, he was the sole custodian, and as such, he had the responsibility of defending it
at all costs and with every means at his disposal.

Once again this was not a problem for David. In the worn-out straw broom he used 
for cleaning, he had a ready-made latest fashioned rifle, which meant he was now a 
soldier. And in the tradition of all good soldiers, his drill had to be 'spot on.' He had seen 
that for himself on the Otranto. He had watched the British soldiers drilling, drilling, drilling. 
So each morning, with the Palace in residency, David marched up and down with rifle at 
the slope guarding his territory with military precision. So that was the situation; day after 
day, a small boy with initiative and imagination turning a menial task into an interesting and
harmless game.  Until one morning, when Miss blundered right into the sentry's path. That 
was the end of David Buck's phantom military career. Miss could hardly contain herself 
until she returned inside to gloat over her discovery. If she thought that she would get a 
response from the rest of us, she was doomed to disappointment. We were well aware of 
David's self-appointed position, and in fact, sometimes went along with him by asking 
permission for admittance. But for all his innovation, from that day on, Miss labelled him 
with the insensitive and unkind tag of 'unconscious'.

With over 300 children living in one community, it was only natural that friction flared
from time to time, including among the occupants of Rhodes cottage. If anything, the 
unpleasantries had grown worse since the arrival of Miss Rice with her unpredictable style 
of discipline. Just when everything seemed to be going along smoothly, she would blow 
some minor incident up out of all proportion, and chaos would result. Not that we children 
were entirely blameless; we weren't and no doubt our behaviour at times could be 
extremely trying, but there were occasions when the punishment was excessive, although 
I hasten to add…..never brutal..

An example of this treatment was given to me after a series of niggling behaviour 
between two of us. It was the usual irritating confrontation of me giving the other chap a 
nudge or a push and him retaliating with a whinge and a whine. Then it deteriorated into a 
verbal battle loud enough for Miss to hear: 'Miss, Ramsbottom's pushing me,' or 
'Ramsbottom hit me Miss (whine…whine).'  And Miss couldn't fail to hear the little ‘twerp’ 
because in the next breath, without so much as a request for an explanation, she let fly 
with an order: 'Ramsbottom, you will scrub the bathroom floor immediately.'  Fuming with 
indignation at the injustice of being punished without a trial, I splashed and banged my 
way around troughs and bath taking my anger out on the floor with scrubbing brush and 
soap. Never had the bathroom floor been scrubbed so thoroughly. I was just starting to 
simmer down by the time I reported to Miss that I had finished it, when, without a 
moment's hesitation she replied,  'For being so smart, you can do it over again, this time 
quieter.'  The bitterness welled in my throat, almost choking, me. I felt utter frustration and 
helplessness, dispirited, beaten. But there was no fighting it. Any rebellion and it was up 



before the Principal. The sheer weight of authority was too formidable an obstacle, too 
high a hurdle to tackle. Too many trips to the Principal's office and a personal file was in 
danger of becoming unhealthy, and eventually obese.  And above all, there was the 
ultimate threat of being sent back to England in disgrace as unsuitable. A failure.  So in my
experience there was no relief from the tension of injustice, no opportunity for counselling, 
and no sympathy. Only a crushing, bitter feeling of defeat. But, taking all things into 
consideration, that method of punishment proved to be a success because, from then on, I
became more selective in the choice of location where I could correct the little groveller's 
irritating behaviour.

There was no doubt that successive Fairbridge Society committees in Perth made 
every effort to preserve and develop the Founder's dream of a better life in Australia for 
underprivileged British children. Despite the fact that so much of the day was, of necessity,
spent in maintaining the cleanliness of the cottages and doing general duties, a 
comprehensive range of sporting and recreational activities was available to us. For 
example, both boys and girls were taught tennis under the guidance of a kindly white-
haired sports mistress named Mrs Groom. Her enthusiasm kept three grass and three 
hard courts going in continuous use in order to give as many children as possible an 
opportunity to learn the game.

Another favourite pastime featuring boys and girls was the introduction of old-time 
dancing lessons during the winter months. Here the dapper Mr Barrett was in his element. 
Prancing about in his light plimsolls, he demonstrated the steps to the Gypsy Tap, the 
Military Two-step, the Gay Gordons and the Canadian Barn Dance. These were the 
evenings when the dining hall dance floor creaked and groaned under the muffled shuffles 
of dozens of barefooted children in their progress around the hall. There were moments 
too when budding romances momentarily bloomed when boy asked girl to dance. But 
there was little chance of anything other than the most innocent of flirtations.

The flirtation barn dance presented the best opportunity for this moment of passion. 
It was a case of making the most of an opportunity whenever the girl of your fancy came 
around. There was always the risk of a humiliating rejection, but that chance just had to be
taken. Sometimes a doubtful position could be clarified when the understanding Mr Barrett 
came to the rescue by announcing 'ladies' choice'. Not that the choice did anything for me; 
my heart's desire usually chose some other dill. But naturally, attachments were made and
romances did develop; nothing too serious, but enough for all the school to discover which 
boy was on with which girl. And gossip spread fast when affections cooled and alliances 
changed. Even though dancing may not have been a strong point of our education, it was 
none the less highly therapeutic to experience the legitimate embrace of a partner from the
opposite sex, thus fulfilling a basic need for affection. Consequently, dancing lessons were 
nights not to be missed for their social value alone.  When the dancing lessons were over, 
Mr Barrett's experience of life was demonstrated again by keeping the boys back 15 
minutes after the girls were let go. Still, this didn’t prevent some of the girls from loitering 
long enough for their particular boy friend to catch up with them for a hurried goodnight 
kiss. 

In 1936 I joined the scouts. Several of my best friends were already in the 
movement, and although the band took up a lot of my time, I was keen to follow them. 
Besides, the happy memories of cub days which had made Clapham life more tolerable 
helped to influence my decision. I knew I was going to enjoy myself right from the moment 
the scoutmaster welcomed me into the troop. A man in his 30s, Mr Branson couldn't have 
been a better choice. He was a big athletic man with handsome features enhanced by a 
spruce moustache  He had the knack of putting you immediately at ease by his relaxed 
manner.  The dozen or so of us quickly established a pleasant atmosphere in which we 
learnt new scouting skills and games.  In a sense we became an élite little group, 
moreover the responsibility tag that came with the movement, brought certain privileges 



that were not available to the rest of the school. For instance, one of the Paterson family 
permitted us to camp for a few days on his riverside property near Pinjarra.

FAIRBRIDGE SCOUT GROUP, JACK RAMSBOTTOM IN THE SUIT

It was an exhilarating experience; camped beside a water hole on the Murray River, 
making our own decisions, deciding what to cook from the rations that had been provided. 
This was what scouting was all about; adventure, decisions, comradeship, survival. We 
returned to Fairbridge in the school's utility with a satisfying sense of appreciation and 
accomplishment, and above all, a taste of approaching adulthood. A year later, our skills 
were given a further opportunity to develop during the Mandurah camp. By this time 
Fairbridge had lost its Peninsular site and had established itself at a perfect position 
across the water on the Halls Head side of the inlet. Land had been bought, huts had been
erected; so we now had a permanent holiday home.

Stan Trigg, Dick Darrington and myself teamed up for a survival test. Mr Branson 
had arranged for us to camp overnight at the estuary house of an old Mandurah fisherman,
Mr Cox. In the morning he would direct us towards the ocean and we would follow the 
coastline back to Halls Head. A faint track, barely visible through the thick scrub, would 
lead to Mr Cox's place eight kilometres away. With nothing but rations in our haversacks 
the three of us set off in good humour; found the track through the shady bush, and 
enjoyed the two-hour hike to the cottage where Mr Cox welcomed us. If we hadn't known 
his occupation before we saw him, we would have known immediately on arrival. A short 
distance from the stone cottage on the edge of the shallow water, several folds of fishing 
net hung from bush-timbered frames while a scattering of shags and seagulls rested on 
isolated rails and derelict posts. A strong salt tang of discarded seaweed bore evidence of 
recently cleaned nets.
  Mr Cox greeted us outside his simple stone dwelling with a jug of cool water that he
had run off from his tank. But even as we were slaking our thirsts I had my eyes on a 
nearby apricot tree that was loaded with fruit, much of which was ripe. Mr Cox must have 
seen our undisguised interest in this prospective waiting feast because he immediately told
us that we could have as much of the fruit as we wished so long as we didn't damage the 
tree.  No second invitation was needed. Apricots were fruit not in great supply at Fairbridge



so after tossing our haversacks under the plentiful shade of the tree, we settled down to 
enjoy a totally unexpected pleasure.
 In the afternoon, we slipped out of our clothes and splashed about in the water. 
Away in the distance, the other side of the estuary was just visible through the haze, and 
there was not a sail on that wide expanse. We were all alone in a tiny backwater paradise 
where fish and fruit could be had for the taking. Later, when the wind-chopped water 
turned grey in the twilight, a flight of pelicans circled in to land with a graceful precision that
deserved a bigger audience. Before it grew dark, Mr Cox allowed us to boil our billy in a 
makeshift campfire, and after brewing the special issue of tea, we retired to our selected 
spot to eat our meal. And what better place to enjoy it than beneath the shelter of the 
apricot tree.  We had already fixed up a rough bed, so when the meal was over we were 
practically straight into it. We had been advised to have an early night in preparation for a 
long hard day ahead.
  I don't know what disturbed me, but when I awakened in the middle of the night, I 
instinctively knew that something had happened. Had I heard a noise? Had someone 
spoken? Still half asleep, I couldn't tell. But whatever it was it had me awake in a few 
seconds. I called softly to the others, 'Dick…Stan?' Someone stirred. 'What's the matter'?'  
In the darkness I recognised Stan's voice.  'I dunno…something woke me up. Are you 
there, Dick?'  No answer.  I felt around but found an empty groundsheet.  'Dick's gone', I 
said, 'His bed's empty.'  Stan was wide awake now. 'Are you there, Dick?' he called. We 
held our breath and listened. In a few moments a faintly distorted voice answered, 'Yeah?' 
'Where are you? What's the matter?'  'It's all right, I'm up here.' The sound was directly 
above us. It went on: 'I felt a bit hungry so I'm having a snack.'  Stan and I remained silent 
for a few moments until the incongruity of the situation hit us simultaneously. Then we 
broke out in a fit of laughter.. Here it was, in the middle of the night, and Dick was up an 
apricot tree having a feed. He never lived that episode down, and for as long as we were 
at Fairbridge he was known as 'Dick Darrington, the Midnight Raider'.

The next morning Mr Cox woke us up with a shout: 'There's a brew here if you want 
it?'  Did we want it? It was unheard of, being woken up with a cup of tea. Scrambling out 
from beneath the apricot tree we made for the house. On the veranda was a small table on
which stood three steaming mugs of tea, a big sugar basin and a couple of teaspoons. 
Giving ourselves liberal serves of sugar, we squatted down on the bare earth slurping at 
the hot tea to the accompaniment of the sea birds. The gulls were out and about in search 
of breakfast, while the pelicans cruised around in the morning-calm shallows occasionally 
dropping their long beaks with an exaggerated nod of the head to scoop an unwary fish.

Through the open door of the cottage the smell of frying sausages accompanied by 
a pleasant sizzling sound made us forget the birds and got us thinking about ourselves. 
Then, as though in answer to our collective thoughts, a gruff voice pierced the sizzle.  
'Better get that tea down ya 'cause yer breakfast is nearly ready'. We couldn't believe our 
luck. The invitation had scarcely been made before we were on our feet and arranging 
ourselves on kerosene cases around a rough wooden kitchen table. On its surface were a 
glass salt and pepper set, a partly emptied bottle of tomato sauce, and a slab of Sunny 
West butter half-open in its wrapper.

Sitting on the fringes of the Metters No.2 stove was a scatter of plates, each of 
which held a combination of sausages and eggs.  Mr Cox carried one of the plates to the 
head of the table and sat down. Then waving his left arm towards the stove he said, 'Get 
stuck into it before the blowies get to it, and there's more tea in the pot.'  Pausing only to 
blurt out a quick thank-you, we each selected a plate, re-seated ourselves and tucked in. 
Suddenly pushing his chair back, Mr Cox walked briskly to a sideboard and returned to the
table with a loaf of bread and a long-bladed knife. 'Forgot the bloody toast,' he exclaimed 
in annoyance, and vigorously set about cutting half-a-dozen thick slices of bread, then 
made another quick trip to the sideboard and returned with a jar of marmalade.  'You'll 



need somethin' to put on it,' he explained. And in an afterthought he pointed to the 
fireplace where a twisted three-pronged length of wire hung on a nail. 'There's the toaster.'

Stan Trigg was already on his way towards the fire with a couple of slices of bread. 
Opening up the sliding front doors of the stove, he skewered one of the slices with the fork 
and held it against the coals. After his toast was done, Dick and I followed in quick 
succession. With marmalade on the table, there was no way we were going to pass up an 
opportunity like this.  At Fairbridge, marmalade was a luxury reserved for Cottage Mothers 
and staff only.

The night under the tree in the salt-laden air had sharpened our appetites so we did 
full justice to Mr Cox's hospitality, and when he stacked the bread-scraped plates together, 
his stubbled face broke into a satisfied grin: 'With the walk you've got ahead of ya, you'll 
need some decent tucker under yer belts..'  We certainly had that 'under our belts.'  I 
glanced over my muscular brown arms and legs with silent satisfaction. 'Little-un' they'd 
called me back in Eastcombe. If only they could see me now.

Remembering that we were boy scouts and not forgetting the magnificent breakfast,
we washed the dishes before packing our gear for the day's march. But Mr Cox hadn't 
finished with us yet. Fossicking round the water tank stand, he came up with three empty 
bottles and filled them with water. As he plugged each bottle with a scraps of broken net 
corks he explained, 'It's going to be a long hot day; you'll need every drop of this, and for 
Christ's sake don't lose yer hats.  I'm coming with ya to the top of the ridge. Then yer on 
yer own.'

Stacking the bottles away in our haversacks, we looked up to find Mr Cox already 
striding towards the western edge of his clearing. The bush was thick and thorny with a fair
sprinkling of small banksias. We were happy enough to let him lead the way although we 
made plenty of noise. We'd been in Australia long enough to know that snakes were timid 
animals and kept well clear of noise, although there was still a slight danger walking 
through the bush in bare feet. For an hour we battled on, making steady progress up the 
rise, until just when the crest seemed never to arrive, we burst into a small clearing and 
there it was. About two kilometres distant, stretching to the north, south and west horizons,
the brilliant deep blue of the Indian Ocean demanded our total attention. We paused for a 
minute or two taking in the magnificent view; surely no other stretch of ocean could boast a
richer colour. It took the fatherly voice of Mr Cox to interrupt the magic of the moment.  
'There it is boys. When ya get to the beach, head north until ya meet up with the rest of yer
mates on Halls Head.' Then with handshakes all round and prolific thanks from us, he 
disappeared into the scrub.

We were three young adventurers about to test our survival skills against the 
rugged forces of the West Australian coastline.  It took us another hour to reach the beach 
and we celebrated by stripping off and diving into the surf. A few minutes later we felt 
refreshed enough to start our long trek.  We had hoped that the sand at the water's edge 
would be firm enough for easy walking, but this happened so infrequently that most of the 
going was through loose sand, which was not only tiring but soon had us reaching for our 
bottles of water. By the time the sun was directly overhead we were ready to look for a 
shady spot in which to rest. When we came to eat the last of our sandwiches, we found 
that they had dried out so much that it took most of the remaining water to wash them 
down. At that stage we weren't too concerned about our water supply, reckoning that 
another two hours at the most would see us safely back.

But we hadn't accounted for the extra distance that the winding coastline took us. 
Furthermore, with the hottest part of the day now with us, the rest of our water was soon 
gone. We trod wearily to reach headland after headland fully expecting to see our people 
around each one, but disappointment followed every search. And still we plodded on; there
was no alternative. With our throats parched we kept our mouths closed in an effort to 
keep out the hot dry air.  Then at last…faint voices. High-pitched children's voices at play 



struggled to reach us against the stiff sou'westerly breeze. Automatically we quickened our
pace, somehow finding reserves of strength that propelled us towards the drinking water 
that we knew must accompany the others. I scanned the beach ahead and there it was. 
Nestling beside a tall sandhill was the water wagon, a piece of driftwood propping up its 
shafts with the horse standing quietly nearby.

FAIRBRIDGE SENIORS

Standard seven and eight children at Fairbridge in the mid-30s were fortunate in having 
some excellent school teachers, particularly Mr Reg Spear and Mr Vic Nelson.  Mr Spear 
immediately wore the nickname 'Prod', a tag to which he took some exception. In this 
regard he and I had a great deal in common, which perhaps influenced my attitude 
towards him. However the ability in handling the joint problem of name-calling was 
decidedly in his favour. Whereas he had the persuasive power of the metre-long cane to 
support his authoritative attempts to silence his tormentors, my armoury was bare. The 
wise cowards consequently resorted to restricting their barbs to occasions when Mr Spear 
was well out of earshot.  For all that, he was a popular teacher and an even more popular 
man. He always made himself available after school to listen to any problem a boy might 
have, whether it be academic or personal. His was a face of understanding; sympathetic 
eyes which, behind a bent nose, added wisdom to his intelligence.  They were augmented 
by a slightly jutting chin. He would listen with patience and counsel with skill. He was a 
boy's man. Squaring the ledger on behalf of the Fairbridge girls, Miss Young dispensed an 
equivalent advisory service.

Every morning Mr Spear held a period of current topics to keep his class informed 
of world events. As he owned one of the few wireless sets in the village giving him access 
to global news, he was well informed on this subject. And there was so much happening 
around the world that I couldn't wait to get to school for the next exciting chapter. The news
had everything; drama, excitement, adventure and tragedy. How anyone could regard 
history as being a dull subject was beyond my comprehension. There was no doubt about 
it, in my opinion, we were living in fascinating times and Mr Spear brought it all to life on 
the blackboard.

With the coastline of Burma occupying a semi-permanent position on one board, we
followed the forlorn search for Australia's famous aviator Charles Kingsford-Smith who had
disappeared somewhere in the region. Day after day we settled into our desks hoping for 
news of his survival, until one morning the news that a plane's wheel had been washed up 
sent the classroom into gloom.  There were plenty of other disturbing events happening 
around the world too. It was 1937, my last year at school.  Japan had invaded China and 
there were reports of wholesale slaughter in the city of Nanking where Japanese soldiers 
had massacred 100,000 Chinese civilians, mostly women and children. There was 
concern too about a new German Chancellor by the name of Adolf Hitler who was re-
arming his country and sending Europe into turmoil.

Then there came the sensational abdication of our new King before he had even 
been crowned. The news stunned Fairbridge with its traditional ties to the British throne. 
Cottage Mothers talked of nothing else for days while our teachers explained the 
implications of the crisis.  On the other hand, Australia and England were periodically 
locked in battles of a different nature, which although lasting only a few days at a time, 
were none the less furiously fought. The names of famous battlefields like Trent Bridge, 
Old Trafford, The Oval and Lords dominated our current affairs periods and sometimes 
spilled well over into less important subjects all through the English summer. Good-natured
banter fluctuated with the fortunes of each side, and although the teachers were heavily 
outnumbered, they sportingly took our gloating very well.  Whenever possible, Mr Spear 
opened the window of his quarters to let a few of his class listen to the fascinating static of 



a ball-by-ball description of the test matches, but unfortunately the timing allowed only a 
brief period of this treat in the evenings.

Although teachers and students displayed different loyalties over cricket teams, we 
joined forces in order to produce an Australian Rules football team. To begin with we 
British-born boys ridiculed the idea of trying to play a game of 'football' by controlling the 
oval-shaped object with the hands. So far as we were concerned, a ball was a sphere and 
a sphere was a globe with every point equidistant from the centre. But the persistence of 
Mr Healey, Mr Spear and a bright young new teacher, Mr Vic Nelson, gradually dismantled 
the barriers of prejudice.  Blackboards displayed large oval shapes on which unfamiliar 
positional places were written and explained. The functions of rucks, rovers, half-forwards 
and goal-sneaks were demonstrated along with the controversial rule of holding the man 
or ball. A squad of senior boys was chosen for mid-week tuition and gradually our 
enthusiasm increased. Ball-handling techniques, drop kicks and punts were taught as well 
as positioning, leading and tackling. The scoring took a bit of getting used to after the 
soccer game, particularly the custom of presenting a consolation prize when the tall sticks 
were missed. Perseverance paid off however, and scratch matches were used to eliminate
faults and correct mistakes, especially the undisciplined habit of everyone chasing the ball 
like a howling pack of wolves.

But when captains were appointed and discipline tightened, the standard improved, 
permitting the skills of the game to bring some satisfaction to our long-suffering coaches. 
Eventually a team was selected and a game organised against Pinjarra School.
This was just the incentive we needed. From then on the chosen side trained on every 
possible occasion; the reputation of the school was at stake, and even though we weren't 
expected to win, we desperately wanted to put up a fighting performance.  It was no 
coincidence that our star player was made captain. Not only was Ernie Skippings a 
champion athlete, he was built like a whippet and had a cat-like leap. No one at Fairbridge 
could out mark Ernie; we hoped that Pinjarra stars went equally markless. But a tough 
game seemed assured. After all they had cut their teeth on it – we  were still sucking the 
Australian Rules dummy.

Nevertheless, as we trotted out onto our sports ground in singlets and shorts our 
spirits were high despite being confronted with a side immaculately turned out in spotless 
strip including boots. The human brain has the happy knack of forgetting the details of life's
defeats, so because I have no memory of the result, there is a distinct possibility that we 
lost.  Over the years these football matches became regular fixtures with the Pinjarra 
School, as indeed did the girls' hockey matches and other sports. We at Fairbridge valued 
them greatly, not only for the competition but also for the generous supply of oranges the 
opposing teams brought with them.

But despite the extra vitamins and the benefit of Mr Nelson's coaching I lost my 
position as champion junior athlete to Jock Paterson that year. The only event I won was 
the long jump, no doubt as the result of conjuring images of bright green snakes being 
dragged from their holes back in my Bismore days. There was some satisfaction though in 
the fact that we were both in the same faction, but that still didn't stop Red faction from 
winning the shield.

With the winter sports over, interest focused on the season's swimming chiefly 
because Fairbridge had a brand new pool. In 1936 a gentleman by the name of Mr 
Broadhurst had donated £200 to enable the river to be dammed just behind the Club 
House. The result was a magnificent swimming pool more than 250 metres long, and 
complete with diving board and dressing sheds. Now Mr Branson had a suitable stretch of 
water in which to conduct his swimming lessons. He taught dozens of children right 
through to Bronze Medallion standard.

Popular though swimming was, cricket was still the dominant summer game 
amongst the boys. Occasionally matches were arranged between neighbouring towns and 



an Old Fairbridgian side if there were enough of them holidaying at the Clubhouse. This 
gave incentive to make the school team and naturally made for a more fierce inter-cottage 
competition.  Once again there were all-round champions with Ernie Skippings taking over 
where Harry Lucas had left off now that he was out in the workforce. Ernie was not only 
our best Aussie Rules player, but he had won the Senior Athlete medal and was also one 
of the best cricketers.  But bracketed with him on the cricket pitch was Henry McCaughan. 
Henry was a nuggety Irishman with a typical lyrical brogue which fascinated me. But what 
impressed me more was his skill and aggression with the cricket bat, for he was one 
Irishman who took great delight in reserving his paddy to slaughter opposing bowlers. And 
it was no joke facing up to his own fast deliveries whenever Rhodes played Isaac Newton. 
But once he'd thrashed us on the cricket field, that was the end of it. The rest of the time 
we were the best of mates, a situation I found most rewarding.

Most of the boys in the same classroom knocked about together on the school 
grounds particularly after dinner when there was time to get a game of something going. 
But during the short recess when Henry and I might have been having a bit of catching 
practice, a most attractive girl seemed quite keen to join in and always stood close to him. 
It was only a matter of time before I realised they were sweethearts, a fact that I found 
most agreeable especially when I discovered that she was from Scotland.  Now I had the 
privilege of being friends with an Irishman and a Scots lass, a combination of voices that 
sounded to me more tuneful than some duets I'd heard.  But as pleasant as the 
association was to start with, I soon realised that this sparkle-eyed lass was sending me 
into a spin. The problem was of course that she was my best friend's girl and I was far too 
young to understand the eternal triangle syndrome. Nevertheless, that is what it was and 
there was nothing I could do about it other than break up a good friendship which I was not
qualified to do. So in turn, I suffered, agonised, became enraptured, despaired and prayed 
in silence. At almost 15 years of age, it was my first experience of turmoil, of passion, and 
the trauma of obsessive infatuation. I was trapped, hopelessly ensnared. I survived on the 
occasional glance, the brief residue of a smile, the thrill of the gentlest of touches, and the 
sound of her voice. The agony of it all was that I could not openly respond; emotion had to 
be checked and words carefully censored. Yet through it all I was a willing slave. If we 
were in church, or attending a school's broadcast in the club house, I positioned myself so 
that I could sneak an unobtrusive glance in the hope of catching her eye. If by chance our 
eyes met, it was enough to set my heart pounding. I certainly gave myself a hard time.

In 1936 a change had been made to the school's curriculum. As the result of a 
conference between Colonel Heath, Mr Healey and the Education Department of Western 
Australia, boys in their last year of schooling (up to 14 years and nine months), were given 
vocational training for one week in three. Much of this training came in very useful in later 
life; other jobs were purely functional and necessary for the effective running of the 
institution.  For instance, Mrs Green the staff kitchen's sole caterer needed three boy 
assistants to prepare vegetables, clean the dining room, set the tables and wash the 
dishes. At mealtimes, one boy waited on the tables, calling the orders through a servery, 
while the other two brought the meals to him from the stove.

The disagreeable part of this job was the need for an early start to have the two 
stove fires well established before Mrs Green's arrival. Not that she had to come far; her 
quarters adjoined the kitchen, but experience taught us that if her entrance coincided with 
a healthy burst of steam from a friendly kettle, the day's disasters could be faced with a 
little extra toleration.  And considering her workload, Mrs Green needed all the tolerance 
she had, especially when she was called on to arbitrate between two selfish staff members
fighting over the last serve of Welsh Rarebit. In three minutes flat this energetic little 
woman had the morning's first pot of tea made and poured, and with the empty teapot still 
in her hand came the curt instruction.  'Come along you boys, your tea's poured our', and if
I happened to be in the dining room out of earshot, she'd call from the servery, 'Did you 



hear me, Ramsbottom, stop whatever you're doing and come and have your tea.'  That 
was typical of Mrs Green: a small bundle of efficiency working to a tight schedule, yet 
always finding time to look after her boys. Again, after the last person had left the dining 
room, her power-packed command came through loud and clear: 'Close the door, 
Ramsbottom, and come and have your breakfast.'

Breakfast for the kids on staff dining room duties was a fantasy of food. It started 
with real oatmeal porridge with plenty of hot milk and an unrationed measure of sugar, or 
alternatively, a plate of Weeties or cornflakes. This was followed by a choice of whatever 
had been on the menu with even the eggs cooked to one's choosing, after which there 
was any amount of marmalade on toast and cups of tea.  And it didn't stop with breakfast. 
Lunch and tea were equally satisfying. Mrs Green fed us on whatever the staff ate, only 
more of it. These perks more than outweighed the late finish each evening, an unavoidable
necessity because the working staff and the teachers had to be fed. It was usually seven 
o'clock before we knocked off, but this was compensated for by a two-and- a -half-hour 
break during the afternoon. And of course it was a seven-day-a -week job, but even this 
inconvenience meant that church parade was missed.

On the other hand, working in the main kitchen was sheer drudgery with none of the
perks of the staff kitchen, although, because the evening meal was eaten in the cottages, 
work usually finished for the day midway through the afternoon. But not before the great 
volume of greasy dishes and big pots had been washed and inspected. And if a band 
member on main kitchen duty thought that he might be treated more leniently by Mr. 
Shugar, he was very much mistaken. The one thing that he insisted upon more than any 
other was the necessity for a high standard of cleanliness.  Perhaps the only dubious 
benefit the main kitchen worker had was the constant stirring of a 40-litre pot of porridge 
over a huge range fire on a bitterly cold morning, but only after a five o'clock rise.

Tucked in behind the main dining hall was the bakehouse. A long, low building with 
a spacious oven at one end, it had the capacity to bake 200 one-kilogram loaves per day. 
Here again, it was a five o'clock start for two boys, mixing the dough in a long wooden 
trough, after which it was covered with bags and left for several hours to rise. Then in the 
early afternoon, the dough was weighed, kneaded and placed into the baking tins where it 
would remain for another hour. During this time the oven would be brought to the correct 
temperature before raking out the fire. A long-handled spatula was then used to place the 
tins to the back of the oven until they were all in and the door closed. After a further hour, a
test was made and if satisfactory, the batch was retrieved and the loaves tipped out and 
stacked.  I can well remember having my after-school trombone tuition interrupted by the 
head bakery boy handing Mr Shugar a double upright loaf for approval, whereupon he 
would inspect it for colour, tap it in several places and smell it before handing it back 
apparently satisfied. And of course, there was always enough dough mixed for the little 
rolls that were put aside for a later snack along with the jam and anything else that could 
be scrounged. Not much was wrong with the baking at Fairbridge because the farm school
was a consistent winner in the baking section at the Pinjarra Show.

Most of the vocational training labour was absorbed in the hectares of vegetable 
gardens and orchard. These were spread over a wide expanse of rich river loam on both 
sides of the river behind the church. An elaborate sprinkler system ensured an all-year 
supply of a big variety of vegetables, enough to meet the requirements of the whole 
school. A large tin shed in the centre of the gardens housed mixed bags of fertilizers, 
wheelbarrows and tools and also served as a store-room for crops such as onions and 
pumpkins. The architect of this vast project was a dumpy little man, middle-aged and 
balding, who lived with his wife and twin daughters in a cottage overlooking his landscape 
patchwork panorama. A perfectionist in everything he did, he was seen to advantage 
guiding his single-furrowed plough with immaculate accuracy through a patch of fallow, the
gleaming red of the freshly turned earth contrasting sharply with the grey old mare.



Mr Brain also had a dozen or so boys to help him and he saw to it that no one was 
idle for very long. If there wasn't hoeing to be done there were carrots to be thinned out, 
fertilizer to mix, vegetables to pick and always weeding of seed beds needed; most of 
them being boring, tedious and repetitive jobs, especially for teenage boys who would far 
sooner be roaming wild pinging at parrots with home made gings.

A job in the big shed was the thing to aim for, not that there were too many going 
there especially for the smaller boys. While they were despatched to distant fields, the 
more robust-looking types mixed carefully measured quantities of superphosphate, blood 
and bone, sulphate of ammonia, copper sulphate and potash for the next planting. And 
being under supervision, it was fairly constant work, but regular spells could be engineered
by asking a pertinent question or two at selected times. This ruse not only gained a 
breather, but it also enhanced the prospects of being asked to 'slip up for morning tea, will 
you, Ramsbottom?'  This didn't mean that there was morning tea on for everyone. No such
amenities existed in those days. It was purely a request to go to his house and fetch the 
morning tea that his wife had prepared for him. But Mrs Brain was a woman of compassion
who always sent back a tray laden with extra hot water and milk plus a plate of home 
cookies far in excess of her husband's needs. And we were allowed to rest while Mr Brain 
refreshed himself.  His every mouthful of tea or scone or cake was watched with ever-
growing concern, particularly on a cold day when his appetite reached alarming 
proportions which threatened to thwart his good wife's intentions by forgetting the basic 
etiquette rule of leaving something on his plate. However, more often than not he would 
rise from his garden chair with a gesture towards the remaining food and say, 'You boys 
might as well finish this off,' and leave us to it.

And even then, there was a certain protocol to observe; there was no such thing as 
a mad scramble. The first preference went to the delivery boy, after which a definite 
pecking order was followed in order of seniority. The junior boys rarely got a look in, not 
that they became too distressed; they knew their turn would come.

The least desirable work came under the heading of 'general duties'. When the 
vocational trainees formed up in front of the church for job distribution there was always a 
fear of being detailed for this. In military fashion, Bonk inspected the ranks like the 
commander he was, peeling off parties with precision until all who remained knew they 
were destined for general duties. And with a place the size of Fairbridge, there was always
general maintenance to be done.  But if anyone thought that he was safe from detection by
working in some secluded spot, he was destined for a shock. Bonk was known to climb the
church bell tower from where he had a commanding view over most of the village with a 
vocal capacity guaranteed to reach every corner. The stories of his exploits were 
legendary; passed down from generation to generation like battle honours in the history of 
the regiment.  It is alleged that the Colonel in his lofty perch for half an hour watched a lad 
sitting on the bank of a drain he was supposed to be cleaning. In a broadside from the 
tower, Bonk asked the quivering lad what he was doing sitting down. 
'Resting, sir', came the frightened reply.  'Well', boomed the Colonel, 'in future when you 
are doing your resting you will lie flat on your back, then I shall know exactly when you are 
supposed to be working.'

The favourite story that went the rounds told of the time that Bonk spotted two wags
returning from the direction of the river shortly after a church service. Asked for an 
explanation, they said they had gone for a walk immediately after church. 'Very well, said 
Bonk, 'perhaps you will be good enough to tell me what hymns we had this morning?'
This had the boys floundering for a few seconds until one of them blurted out. 'I remember 
now, sir; they were Abide With Me and Rock of Ages.' 'Is that so,' mused Bonk. 'In that 
case at five o'clock this evening you will abide with me in my office, and I shall see that you
rock for ages afterwards.'

I knew from experience that that was no idle threat. I'd been caught stealing grapes 



from a vine near the teachers' quarters, and reported directly to the Colonel. As usual I had
to report to him at the appointed hour to hear the dreaded order. 'Get them down, lad!'  
Trembling with fear, I dropped my short pants and leant over a chair. Bonk may have had 
only one arm, but it seemed to me that in that one he possessed the strength of two, and a
half-a-dozen lashes later I knew all about it.

The following day I came face to face with him again when I took Mrs Green's menu
to the office for typing. 'Can you sit down today, lad?' he queried. Foolishly I said, 'Yes, sir.' 
'That's a pity. I shall have to put a bit more weight into it next time.' But there was not to be 
a next time. Shortly after that incident, Colonel Heath left the school to administer the new 
Fairbridge Farm School at Bacchus Marsh in Victoria. The school was genuinely sorry to 
see him go. He had served the Fairbridge Farm School at Pinjarra for over eight years 
during which time some 600 children had passed through the scheme under his guidance. 
As with all disciplinarians, he had a standard from which he never budged, and once it was
accepted, the school functioned at its peak.

Before he left he paid the band a last visit, thanking Mr Shugar for his remarkable 
achievement and us members for our contribution to the good reputation that the school 
enjoyed throughout the State. As the Colonel and his family drove slowly through the 
cheering ranks of children, the band played its final tribute from outside the main dining 
hall from which old Bonk had issued so many instructions, delivered countless speeches, 
and had introduced more than a few famous personalities among whom had been the 
Duke and Duchess of York (later to become King George VI and Queen of England), the 
Duke of Gloucester, the poet laureate John Masefield, and the distinguished cricketer C B 
Fry. To the strains of 'Will Ye No Come Back Again' the Colonel's car shuddered over the 
cattle pit and disappeared in a cloud of red dust up to the half-mile bend and beyond. One 
thing to remember though was that a child's personal file wasn't wiped clean with the 
arrival of a new Principal. And there was an unsettled period after Colonel Heath's 
departure. Mr Paterson's term of Principal lasted only a year before he was succeeded by 
Canon Watson who also became our spiritual adviser.

Soon after the Canon's appointment he introduced compulsory morning prayers in 
the chapel. This meant that although the actual prayer time was only ten minutes, a total of
half an hour's cleaning time was lost, an imposition that did not endear the reverend 
gentleman to his youthful flock. For my part I preferred to compose my own prayers and 
say them silently in the sanctuary of my bed and restrict them to modest requests, like a 
personal spectacular performance in the next sporting fixture. My only plea for a miracle 
was for the lovely Christina to take my hand in hers, reduce me to delirium with her 
bewitching eyes, and beg me to be her boyfriend.  The fact that neither prayer nor miracle 
was answered sowed the first seeds of doubt in my mind as to the authenticity of divine 
intervention.

But it was not all disappointment. On the contrary, for a senior boy at Fairbridge, life 
became increasingly more interesting. In the summer of 1937, Mr Healey took a selected 
carload of cottage captains to Perth for the day to watch a combined Australian team play 
the touring Englishmen at the WACA ground. Not since my first Weston-Super-Mare outing
had I been so excited. It was more than a dream come true; it was a miracle – perhaps  
sent as a substitute for my unrequited love. But what thrilled me most about the outing was
the possibility of seeing two of Gloucestershire's famous cricketers in action. Charlie 
Barnett and the great Wally Hammond were in the party and I hoped they would be 
included in the team.  In addition to my own personal interest, there was a tremendous 
amount of national feeling about this series. This was the first English tour after the 
sensational bodyline tests, and it was being looked on as an unofficial reconciliation tour, 
with a great deal of goodwill to be made up between the two nations.

The weekend before, the Englishmen had scored a comfortable win over a Western 
Australian side starting with a score of 469 for 4. However, with the inclusion of some 



pretty useful players from the Eastern States in Grimmet, McCabe, Fingleton and 
Babcock, the combined team was expected to put up far stiffer resistance.  But we had to 
wait for our moment of glory. Mr Healey had organised a trip to Maylands aerodrome 
before the match, which normally would have been the highlight of a boys’ day out. To be 
given the chance to inspect the planes and even a flight over the city was an opportunity 
not to be missed. Yet today, because of the big-time cricket, not one of us was willing to 
risk our necks in case an accident robbed us of the chance to see our heroes.

And although it was interesting enough talking to a pilot and sitting in the cockpit of 
a biplane, none of us was really happy until we were sitting behind the wicket at the 
southern end of the ground waiting for the action to start. It was only a minor 
disappointment when Australia won the toss and decided to bat. I had hoped for the 
reverse to happen so that I could have seen Wally Hammond at the crease; instead, 
Babcock and Horrocks stayed in for most of the day, scoring a century each. But because 
of Bill Voce's long run-up, we did get a good view of the distinctive pumping action of his 
delivery. All in all it was a memorable day, one to talk about for weeks ahead, and to 
remember for a lifetime.

Back at school for the final term, both Mr Spear and Mr Healey displayed their 
experience in handling the senior class. Mr Spear introduced us to Shakespeare through 
'A Midsummer Night's Dream' and 'The Merchant of Venice' which added a little culture to 
an otherwise modest standard of education. On the other hand, Mr.Healey's personal 
wartime service more than qualified him to take us in modern history. Inevitably, when he 
warmed to his subject, the lesson reverted to fascinating stories of warfare in the trenches 
and life in the villages of Belgium and France, particularly around the village of 'Wipers', as
it was known. But for all his wartime exploits, he would never tell us how he became 
wounded. Whatever the cause, it left him with a permanent limp.

THE SENIOR BOYS’ QUARTERS, ARTHUR SCRATTON MEMORIAL,
HOME TO 32 BOYS. JACK RAMSBOTTOM CEMTRE FRONT



My extracurricular school activity during my final months was being the weather man. This 
entailed a daily reading of the rain gauge, estimating the wind force and direction, and the 
type and degree of cloud cover, and recording it on a special form to be sent to the 
Meteorological Department at the end of each month. It was a simple enough task really, 
the only slight inconvenience being to remember the readings on the weekends.

Another interest I had that year was to play a minor part in manufacturing a mast, 
boom and sail for a syndicate of us to use at the next Mandurah camp. This work was 
done under the supervision of Reg Edwards who, apart from being the bass drummer in 
the band, was mad keen on the Navy and anything to do with sailing. The plan was for four
of us to pool our financial resources in order to hire a boat during the holidays. In the 
meantime we spent some time in shaping the boom and mast out of saplings and forging 
the U-shaped marrying bracket in the metalwork shop. Somehow Reg got hold of a nice 
piece of canvas which he cut into a mainsail. He was fortunate in working in the engine 
room and having a sympathetic engineer to encourage him in the project. Mr J B Young 
not only maintained the newly installed Ruston engine that supplied the village with power, 
but was also the electrician. In Reg he had a willing pupil who was competent enough to 
supervise the engine room while he himself attended to other jobs, so between them they 
had a pretty good working relationship. I think it must have been Mr Young again who gave
Reg the pulleys, but we were to wait until we got to Mandurah to buy suitable rope for the 
halyard. Our big project now was the raising of funds for the hire of the boat and for 
general expenses.

After a meeting of the 'crew', it was decided to have a bottle drive with an all out 
assault on the workers' quarters. When they were made aware of the situation, they co-
operated to such an extent that we were able to send to Pinjarra, on the school's utility, a 
total of 12 dozen empties which netted us six shillings. With the boat hire charge ten 
shillings per week it was a good start. We hoped Christmas would be kind and supply us 
with the balance. Christmas was very kind to me that year: it brought me a letter from my 
mother. It is the only one of her letters that I still have.

Bismore Eastcombe 
Nr. Stroud Glos.

England
Dear Jack

I hope this finds you well, we are very well just now. I was glad to hear you are doing well 
with your schooling - learn all you ca.n I have had one of my old boys home to see us, one I 
brought up from a baby of 6 months old. Now he is married and has 3 children but we was very 
pleased to see them - they are now living in London. Florence too has been home - she has now 
come back to Shipton Moine Nr. Tetbury Glos.  She works on a farm and I think that suits her 
better than housework and John Bottomley paid us a visit at August Bank Holiday but George 
Brown I've not seen since he has been out of work he is rather a long way off so cannot afford to 
come yet but he wants to very bad but I am not able to send his fare so of course he has got to 
wait. We are having our Harvest Festival next Sunday that makes us think we shall soon have 
winter and you will be having your summer wont you will be surprised to know that I now have 
only one little boy the other two have gone back. I do not expect to have any more in their place. I 
begin to find they are too much for me so that I cannot do the work for them now I must close 
with best of good wishes

From your loving
Mother and Dad



Florence and John Bottomley were brother and sister who had been brought up by Mother 
before my time, but I had seen them occasionally on their visits back to Bismore. Florence 
was like a wonderful big sister to me. I always looked forward to her visits because she 
invariably took me out for the day, either to Chalford or Stroud.

WORKING THE FARM

With 1937 coming to a close and my final year's exams passed, my schooldays were over 
and it was time to move into the senior quarters. Shortly after my arrival in 1933, 
Wellington had been pulled down and a magnificent new building for the senior boys had 
been built. It comprised two wings of 16 separated cubicles each, built on an angle out 
from the central hub of living quarters for the cottage parents, together with a kitchen and 
communal dining room. Towering above the building, a four-sided clock tower proclaimed 
the passage of time throughout each day to almost all corners of the village
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 from as far back as I can remember, I had always enjoyed schooling. In fact, I eagerly 
accepted learning in any capacity, borne out by my joining the scouts and the band and 
being appointed sports captain of my cottage. Now, all that was behind me. I joined the 
ranks of the seniors.

 I wasn’t sorry to leave Rhodes although for the first two years I had been happy 
enough with the kindly Mrs. Tomkinson to guide us during those early years of adjustment 
to Fairbridge life. But the last two years under the supervision of Miss Rice had been 
fraught with uncertainties and frustration. The inexperience of  some maiden ladies in 
trying to raise a total of 14 growing boys, proved to have been .a far greater challenge than



they had expected. The problem in those depression years was that there had been no 
educational institution to train professional foster parents. Consequently, an inconsistency 
of standards clouded an otherwise outstanding example of child migration. However, I left 
Rhodes satisfied in the knowledge that, despite a few run-ins with Miss Rice, I had always 
tried my best to please her and to be cooperative. In retrospect, during that difficult two-
year period, the positives far outweighed the negatives in my life. For some reason,

So my new room became cubicle number 24 in the Arthur Scratton Memorial 
Building, the money for which had been donated by the widow.

ARTHUR SCRATTON MEMORIAL SENIOR BOYS’ COTTAGE

My new Cottage Parents were Mr and Mrs Greenish whose ten-year-old daughter lived 
with them but went to school in Pinjarra. Mr Greenish was a short balding man in his fifties 
with a lined and tanned face weathered from the result of a score or more years' service in
the British Navy. Mrs Greenish wore the mantle of a gentle, mild-mannered little woman 
who went about her work in a quiet, efficient and considerate manner.

 Now we were young men, 32 in all, embarking on the next phase of our Founder’s 
master plan to give us the opportunity to become useful citizens of this vast young 
Dominion of Australia.  Seated now at the long central table in the main dining hall, I 
looked across to Miss Rice and her Rhodes boys with a feeling of intense satisfaction, of 
smugness, that at last I was no longer subjected to the unpredictable treatment of children.
A new attitude existed in Scratton, a new direction, a decisive step towards manhood. 
Although, of necessity, discipline was still maintained, the sheer repetitive  monotony of 
cottage life was behind me for ever.  Just having a room of my own, small  though it may 
have been, filled me with a growing sense of well-being and self-esteem.  For the first time
since I had been taken from my foster parents, I had four walls to myself, a room of my 
very own, my own desk, and more importantly, only one bed – my  bed. Among my few 
possessions that I had brought from Rhodes was a black-and-white drawing that had won 
first prize in its category at the last school show. I had copied it from the cover of ‘The 
Broadcaster’ that Mr Spear had brought to school to give us inspiration. The caricature 
depicted a tearful male singer performing in front of a microphone, while a spaniel in 
evening dress mopped up a pool of tears. At Mr Spear's suggestion, I had captioned the 
drawing 'Bing', a title that was meaningless to me at the time, but subsequently, Bing 
Crosby became a familiar and enjoyable personality in my life.  With great care, I selected 
a position above my desk and pinned the picture on to a wall stud. I then stood back, not 
so much to admire it, but rather as an act of declaring my territory, something kin to a male
dog's cocking of the leg. Whatever it was, this small room was a place where I could close 
the door and call it home.

I was also now a member of the permanent work force which meant working on 



what was termed the 'farm side'. The practical part of Kingsley Fairbridge's overall scheme
was about to begin.  The operation of this important section of the Fairbridge Farm School 
required a number of experienced people, some of them married, many of them single. 
The married ones lived in cottages on the fringe of the village and included the farm 
manager Mr Yull, and the dairyman Mr Goulder. The teamster, Mr Mathews, lived with his 
family independently on a small property in the foothills about a kilometre away. Mr Carter 
the poultry man and Mr Jack Mann a farm hand, together with itinerant labourers, lived in 
the staff quarters between the store and the main kitchen. They were the ones who so 
generously, but unwittingly, helped with our Mandurah sailing plans by producing several 
dozen empty beer bottles which we converted into cash at a Pinjarra hotel. But that 
episode was still a few months away.

My first man-sized job was as a dairy hand. I was one of nine boys. For the milk to 
be delivered to the main and staff kitchens by 7.00am meant that milking had to start by 
five, and the cows had to be brought in from the paddock first. Two boys took it in turns to 
do this while the rest of us sauntered sleepily straight to the dairy. For the first few days 
persuading the milk to drop into the bucket was the least of my problems. I was far more 
worried about a fully-laden hefty cow plonking its hoof on my cold toes, and the 
disconcerting, although warm, shower of urine from an excited beast that usually 
accompanied my tugging on her teats.  But after a few days I was milking as many as the 
rest of them, and I even had my own pet, 'Goldie'. An understanding throughout the shed 
made the poaching of another boy's pet, because it may have been an easier milker, an 
unpardonable offence. To my knowledge, a newcomer may have unwittingly breached this 
code, but it was never done deliberately.

With a shed capacity of 18 stalls, and one boy working the separator, it took three 
sheds to get through the herd. And there was no time to waste. At the same time, there 
was no lowering of hygiene standards. Before each cow was milked the udder had to be 
washed, and after each milking the bucket was taken straight to the milk room for 
straining. When milk production permitted, some separating was done but the cream was 
reserved for a few selected staff members. In winter time when supplies increased, some 
went to the staff kitchen.

Before we could knock off for breakfast, the milking shed had to be hosed down and
left spotlessly clean. There was no short cut to cleanliness. Daily inspections saw to that. 
So with two hours' work done, rumbling stomachs demanded something more substantial 
than porridge and bread with dripping and jam. The extra rations were usually rissoles 
which we promptly made into 'butties', an English term for a sandwich.

After breakfast, calves slurped down the skim milk and the huge bull chewed 
thoughtfully on his specialised diet. While two or three boys attended to these jobs as well 
as cleaning the pens, the rest of us were taught how to kill and dress a sheep which 
included the care and treatment of the skins. In the absence of refrigeration, the carcases 
were hung in a brush-roofed meat house with walls of fly-proof netting. Built under the 
shade of a tree, it allowed the breeze to do the cooling without fear of contamination. In the
middle of the sawdust-covered floor stood a solid section of tree trunk that served as a 
chopping block. It was to this structure that the senior girls came with their orders for the 
staff wives to whom they were apprenticed as domestics. And while Mr Goulder wielded 
knife and chopper, we boys received a running commentary on the skills of butchering and
an explanation on the various cuts of meat, even down to what scraps to give Mrs. 
Healey's cat and dog.

Occasionally a steer was killed which, to me, was not a pleasant task. Having been 
kept in the executioner's pen overnight, the beast, sensing its impending fate, summoned 
all its energy in resisting the final few yards to the slaughter site. With terrified eyes it 
bellowed, it snorted, it lashed out, it dug in. It fought gallantly for its life before sheer weight
of numbers dragged it into position for the pistol shot to the brain that would render it 



senseless. Finally, its last desperate fight lost, the beast stood dejectedly, resigned, until 
the cartridge shot sent it collapsing to the ground. Then in an instant, its throat was cut.

Because of the dairy hands' early start, an extended lunch break was permitted, 
taking us back to work at 2.00pm. During the hour before the afternoon's milking, there 
was chaff or maize to be cut and supplementary cows' feed to mix which was given to 
them while they were being milked. I always gave the maize, chaff and bran mixture to my 
cows on the understanding that they wouldn't kick me. Whether it had any effect on them 
or not, I didn't know, but so much did they look forward to their afternoon snack that as 
soon as the gate to the holding yard was opened, exactly the required number would 
scurry up the ramp into the milking shed. Yet for all their keenness, they knew just what 
number shed they were in and never tried to jump the queue for fear of missing out on 
their treat.

The only difference from the morning's routine was that no separating was done, as 
all the milk was taken by horse and cart to the distribution point outside the dining hall. By 
the time these two boys returned and unharnessed their horse, the cleaning up was 
finished which brought their work day to a close.

The other farm side jobs involved working with sheep, horses and men.  It wasn't 
long before I discovered that there was more to the sheep business than drenching, 
branding, crutching and shearing. For the farm visitor, lambing season is one of the most 
delightful times of the year; to see wriggling white tails of suckling day-old offspring, the 
frolic of the same lambs a week later, and the plaintive bleat of the temporary lost, has 
been the catalyst for poets to scribe; but for the farmer, there has to be a far less appealing
role to play.  When they reach a certain age, lambs have to be tailed and many of the 
males castrated. The method in use in the '30s more than guaranteed to curtail their 
frolicking, and the plaintive bleats changed dramatically into cries of pain as wriggly tails 
were lopped with a single swish of a sharp knife. And for the little rams there was worse to 
come.  One boy held the struggling animal by its four feet, holding left and right legs 
together, before presenting it to the surgeon by resting its backside on the operating table. 
Then a quick flash of the knife whipped off the end of the scrotum, leaving the way clear 
for the removal of the testes. This was done by manoeuvring them through the open 
wound whereby they could be gripped by the teeth and withdrawn, usually one at a time, 
to be discarded on the ground. With a little practice, the experienced operator could 
demonstrate his skill by extracting both testicles together, a feat that never failed to draw a 
murmur of approval from the onlookers. But none appreciated a day of de-sexing lambs 
more than the farm dogs that gorged themselves with this rare delicacy with much relish.

By contrast, the most popular job on the farm side was working in the stables. With 
a dozen horses to look after, including a few riding hacks, there was always the chance of 
a ride. Not that we were ever permitted to ride at will, but occasionally Mr Yull the farm 
manager, would take a boy out in the paddocks with him. However, it was never enough to
satisfy the normal adventurous spirit of the farm boy. The most we were ever allowed when
accompanying Mr Yull was a sedate trot, when what we dreamed of was a full-blooded 
gallop with the wind whipping the breath away. But this could only be done on the quiet, 
and then only by the more enterprising boys. They would get up before dawn to be out in 
the paddocks at first light ready to slip a halter over a hack and set off in a bare-back 
gallop. There was always the risk of detection of course, but that served only to add spice 
to the adventure, and Mr Yull was known never to have reported an offender.  The 
legitimate routine was to round the horses up on foot at 6.00am and give them a thorough 
grooming with curry-comb and brush. After breakfast, Mr Yull allocated so many boys to 
each adult worker depending on the work priority. Apart from stables work there was 
always clearing, fencing and general maintenance to do; the type of work that I was happy 
enough doing because it took me out to the distant boundaries of the farm, mostly in the 
bush, swinging an axe or working up a sweat on the end of a crosscut saw.



These were some of my most impressionable days at Fairbridge, particularly when I
worked with Mr Jones, a character of a Welshman. With him letting me have the reins, the 
old dray creaked and groaned its way to the hills for a day of fence mending. The outward 
journey was pleasant enough with our intelligent draught horse striding along at a fair pace
while the eloquent Mr Jones extolled the virtues of his native land. I must admit, I was 
taken with the lyrical inflection of his voice which blended perfectly with the bird calls of the
Australian bush. That is, when things were going smoothly. Slight imperfections of tone 
and irregularity of speech were to be detected however, if he encountered trivialities such 
as a stubborn stump or a smashed thumb. I found his flexibility of vocabulary slightly 
amusing; as it added variety to the day. But on occasions throughout the day when a 
multiplicity of mishaps got the better of him, a dramatic display of versatility threatened the 
life of anyone in his immediate vicinity only to see him regain his equilibrium with an 
outbreak of gusty laughter. Life was not boring. But there came a time when not even his 
nationalistic humour could save him from losing control.

It happened on the way home while tackling a difficult creek crossing. The dray was 
loaded with fence posts, coils of wire, an assortment of tools and a host of sundry items. It 
was not as though Mr Jones was careless; he even had us get off the cart for the crossing.
But the task was beyond the strength of our horse. We became bogged. At that stage we 
were in an unfortunate predicament, which, in my view could have been rectified by 
lightening the load. But Mr Jones thought otherwise. Not for all the Joneses in Wales was 
he going to the trouble of unloading all that heavy gear; the bloody horse was being just 
plain bloody lazy. It was clear to me that Mr Jones was under considerable stress, yet for 
the first few minutes his demeanour was merely volatile. Time and time again he implored 
the distressed animal to greater effort so that we could all get home. But with every 
movement the wheels sank deeper.  After three minutes Mr Jones exploded into a shower 
of verbal sparks like the dying moments of a spent rocket. All I could do was to stare in 
amazed yet grudging admiration. By this time the poor animal was on its fore-knees as 
though praying for divine assistance with Mr Jones tugging at the bit threatening to 
despatch the so-and-so bastard to its so-and-so maker if it didn't so-and-so hurry up and 
get out of the so-and-so, so-and-so bog.

The man's vituperation held me spellbound. We had often used mild swear words 
discreetly among ourselves, but my ears had heard nothing like this before. Mr Jones was 
clearly a man of letters. I couldn't understand why a person with his qualifications was 
working as a farm labourer. True, I had heard that 'times were bad', that employment was 
not easy to find, but surely a man of his linguistic skills could have found a less hazardous 
job, perhaps somewhere in the diplomatic service. However, I was pleased with myself for 
not letting the free lesson slip by without recording a considerable addition to my 
vocabulary and added colour to my education.  Needless to say the dray had to be 
unloaded and shoulders put to the wheels before it was extricated and reloaded. And all 
through the homeward trek, Mr Jones reinforced the day's lessons in a sequence of 
simmering undertones, like the after-shocks from a major earthquake.

Perhaps the most unpopular, and certainly the most undignified job on the farm 
side, was the sanitary cart operators. The horse did the easy bit by pulling the flat-topped 
cart around the village and so frequently did it do its plodding that the complete outfit could
have been registered as an automatic one-horse-powered dunny cart. The unpleasantries 
took the efforts of two boys. Working as a pair, they collected the used pans and left 
behind a nice, clean, freshly tarred empty.

Situated next to the engine-room, the timber yard was constantly employed in 
supplying firewood to the cook-houses, staff cottages and the girls' cottages. A stockpile of 
bush logs was being continually fed into the high-powered circular saw that was belt-driven
straight from the engine room. An experienced man in Mr McCormick had been doing the 
saw work for years, and always had a team of boys under his direction, feeding logs to him



and throwing the cut blocks onto a pile which another gang split into firewood. Once again 
the distribution was done by horse and cart and provided a permanent job for two boys.

Around behind the wood yard was the laundry, where a big team of girls worked 
under the supervision of Mr and Mrs A E Young. Thousands of items were laundered each 
week by these girls, dressed in their starched white pinafores and caps and handling huge 
cane baskets of washing to and from the clothes-lines.

Other facilities that required boys' labour were the poultry runs and the piggery 
pens, These facilities, of course, had to kept clean and provided experience for our 
eventual journey into the outside world..

SAILING BEFORE THE WIND

It was fairly certain that the Mandurah camp of 1937-38 would be my last as a Fairbridge 
boy. At 15 years of age I could expect to be placed on a farm during the year. But this 
didn't necessarily mean the end of Mandurah for me. At the end of the state school 
holidays, usually in mid-February, the camp became available for use by holidaying Old 
Fairbridgians. Naturally, this privilege was greatly appreciated, not only for the enjoyment 
of an ideally situated holiday site, but also it provided an excellent opportunity for former 
school friends to renew acquaintances. It all depended, of course, on whether an employer
would grant the annual two-week holiday break during the months of February or March.  
The Fairbridge Society had bought a magnificent site on the estuary in Halls Head.  And 
apart from a few private cottages on the foreshore, the camp enjoyed the double 
advantage of isolation in an almost idyllic wilderness position yet was only a short walk to 
either the town or the surf of the ocean rollers. This was the scene, then, to which we four 
senior boys brought our home-made sail determined to equal the adventures of Huck Finn 
up the Mandurah Estuary and on the broad waters of the Peel Inlet.

We were fortunate in having Mr Healey as camp principal because as Headmaster 
of the school, he had shared in our development over the years and showed his keenness 
to contribute further by giving us so much more freedom of action than had been 
previously permitted. No sooner had we made up our bunk beds, than an enthusiastic Reg
Edwards had us hightailing it for the boat hirer's which was on the town side foreshore and
in no time had clinched a favourable deal for the fortnight's hire of a solid four-metre 
clinker-built dinghy. When we beached our newly acquired status symbol in a tiny cove by 
our huts, I for one felt like £100 as we came ashore to the admiring reception of dozens of 
'little kids'.

But there was no time for self-indulgence: no sooner had we made 'our' boat fast 
than Reg sent the rest of us for the boom, mast and sail. There was work to do.  I don't 
know where Reg got his knowledge from, but he knew exactly what had to be done. With 
the newly bought hanks of clothes-line, the sail was lashed to the boom, pulleys were tied 
in place, stays were positioned and halyards cut to length. Eventually our skipper gave the 
order to push off for our first trials, but with so much willing labour around the boat, we 
were spared this physical exertion. With Reg at the tiller, the boat floated free into the 
channel. It was perfect timing. The late morning easterly breeze was dying, giving us near 
perfect conditions in which to make adjustments and familiarisation runs. The last thing 
Reg wanted was a strong wind to blow us on to the breakwater opposite while his crew 
were still novices. But in the light breeze he had us bobbing up and down, and moving this 
way and that, in a series of tacks. At the same time he taught us the language of sailing; 
the difference between port and starboard, bow and stern; we learnt to 'go about', and to 
watch out for the swinging boom, and we understood the meaning of jibing and luffing and 
pointing. We went into our midday meal with the swagger of seasoned sailors.

Overnight we became a team of experts, of adventurers. We had won a new-found 
status which gave us special privileges. From now on we could set sail immediately after 



the morning's inspection, with water and sandwiches stowed away, enough to last the 
whole day. With Dick Darrington in the crew, we needed all the rations we could get. The 
fourth member was the lanky Peter Hassell whose natural ability to improvise would stand 
us in good stead if ever we became shipwrecked.  Every morning for days on end we 
tacked our way up the narrow channel of the estuary, waving a casual salute to the 
hopefuls fishing beneath the bridge. Then, when we reached the broad expanse of the 
inlet, we tacked again to the shallows of the eastern shore before turning about for the run 
before the wind. This was a freedom never before experienced. Nothing was more 
enjoyable, nor more exhilarating, than being swept along with the splash and splurge of 
power from the wind-whipped sail while the four of us separately wrestled with our 
awakening emotions of manhood.

During a fortnight of growing maturity, the process involved converting learnt 
disciplines into instantaneous action. Naturally, this period of transition was not all plain 
sailing. One particular foray into the Peel Inlet almost ended in disaster.  The usually 
predictable afternoon's sou'westerly cooling breeze, known locally as the ‘Fremantle 
Doctor’, one day arrived with a ferocity that caught us napping. Within two minutes, a 
happy, harmonious crew was reduced to an argumentative rabble. In the confusion, 
discipline was discarded, orders were ignored, flying spray drenched us and we came 
perilously close to being swamped. However, fighting the tiller to keep the bow into the 
waves while letting fly with a few orders, Reg quickly regained control to steer us into a 
safe anchorage where the sail was lowered and the oars stowed. A few minutes later and 
he had us beached on a sandy island and while the wind blew itself out we took the 
opportunity to have a picnic, sheltered now by the mainsail draped over the boom.

It was incidents like this that formed the basis of lifelong friendships. And although 
we institutionalised adolescents were deprived of parental love and affection, the very 
nature of our circumstance forged a human bonding rarely found in limited sheltered family
relationships. Restricted resources in no way lessened our enjoyment. Rather, it taught us 
to appreciate the true value of simplistic living by exploiting the full potential from every 
opportunity that arose. Naturally, opportunities happened much more frequently during the 
camping holidays. They have done so ever since Kingsley Fairbridge marched his first 
handful of waifs the 27 kilometres from the old farmhouse south of Pinjarra to enjoy the 
luxury of the unspoilt sleepy fishing village. That had been in 1913.  Nowadays, Mandurah 
is a thriving city.

Life went along pretty smoothly at Scratton. After all, we were all about the same 
age, had spent several years at Fairbridge, and had grown to appreciate the added 
responsibilities we now faced.  Although Mr Greenish was far from well, he treated us with 
dignity, fairness and above all with maturity. If he thought a lad had a problem, he would 
have a talk with him in the privacy of his cubicle, often using his naval service in an 
analogous way.  'You need some direction in life, Ramsbottom,' he would say with a slight 
tilt of his head.  'If you don't have some guidance, some goal to aim for, you will be like a 
ship without a rudder, aimlessly going around in circles, never reaching your destination.' 
He spoke softly, earnestly, with great conviction. Furthermore we respected him for the 
service he had given his country.

Mrs Greenish was the nicest person I had met since leaving my mother. She always
cooked something for the evening meal even though half-a-dozen boys would be cluttering
up her kitchen. She just went on with her preparation talking and joking away as though 
they were her own boys. Scones were her speciality, and while they were cooking, she 
would let one of her boys skim the scalded cream from the saucepan of milk that 
simmered on the stove. When the scones were ready, the boys scattered platesful of them
around the freshly ironed tablecloths on the communal table, giving the dining room a 
pleasant homely appearance. Mrs Greenish always insisted upon using tablecloths which 
served to enhance the appearance of plates of bread, scones, jam and cream. The trouble



was that there could be quite a wait for the latecomers to arrive, and the sight of all that 
food on display was tempting beyond measure. It was just my luck to get caught on the 
one occasion that I succumbed to the temptation and whipped a scone off the closest 
plate. But I wasn't quite quick enough. Hawk-eyed Reg Edwards had seen me, and in a 
flash half-a-dozen lads were giving me a hell of a time. And being guilty, there was nothing 
I could do but sit there and take it, until in a moment of inspiration I rose to my feet, and 
with an exaggerated gesture of penitence, I declared dramatically, 'Gentlemen, I'm 
extremely sorry, I beg your forgiveness.'  The effect was startling. Everybody roared with 
laughter; clearly I had been reinstated.

As part of our training, Mr Goulder the dairyman frequently took carloads of us to a 
cross-section of farms throughout the surrounding districts, sometimes as part of a 'field-
day', and other times just as a private visit by arrangement with the farmer. I remember 
one particular trip to an orange orchard near Harvey where, amongst other general 
orchard work, a demonstration of spraying was done. Then there was the usual session of 
questions and answers, and later, farmers formed small groups to exchange information 
and ideas. We boys undoubtedly learned something from these visits, but to us, any 
chance of a car ride was just like an outing; a day's jaunt away from the Farm School.  On 
one occasion a carload of us started out from Fairbridge a little disappointed in the 
knowledge that we were going only as far as Pinjarra to watch an auctioneer's technique 
at the sale yards. But Mr Goulder was in a particularly happy mood as he drove steadily up
the track, commenting on the state of the farm’s golf course that had been established in 
the previous two or three years.

'These fairways need cutting again, and I only had them done three weeks ago. The
greens are coming along nicely though, if only the sheep could keep off 'em.' Then he'd 
lapse into a state of reflection, whistling through his teeth the tune of his favourite hymn, 
'Oh Worship the Lord .'  It wasn’t long before we young lads climbed the ‘post and rail’ high
fence that skirted one of the stockyards, awaiting yet another first in a long list of new 
experiences.  A half-hour of the auctioneer's chant was about as much as we boys could 
take, so one by one we sidled back for a more comfortable seat in the Essex which was 
one of about 20 cars parked either side of the South-West Highway. Although Mr Goulder 
had been careful to park his car on the correct side of the road facing back towards 
Fairbridge, some of the other car owners had shown less respect for the law by parking in 
any direction, indicating a certain leniency by country policemen. Not that that slight 
breach of the traffic code worried Ken McCullough as he sat in the driver's seat of the old 
Essex. The 15-year-old sandy-haired Scot was engaged in taking us all for a phantom spin
through the south-west of the state, throwing the steering wheel through imaginary tight 
curves and hairpin bends until he exhausted himself and sat back to rest.

It was during this period of recuperation that Ken spotted an uncharacteristic lapse 
in Mr Goulder's security. The key was in the ignition. For someone with such a fertile 
imagination, the temptation to try it gradually overpowered common sense, until he 
succumbed. If he had not held our interest during his make-believe excursion, he most 
certainly had it as his hand rested on the key. With a flick of his wrist, the ignition started.
The immediate consequence of Ken's unfortunate lapse was the incredible discovery that 
Mr Goulder had compounded his first error by leaving the car in gear. It says much for the 
efficiency of the maintenance that there was no hint of the engine stalling, no reluctance at
all on the part of the firing mechanism (a hesitancy that just might have alerted Ken to the 
potential danger of his movement). On the contrary, the slumbering Essex sprang to life 
like a bucking bronco, and without so much as an ounce of pressure on the accelerator, 
charged straight towards the next parked car.  What happened next was shameful by its 
decision, yet meticulous in its execution. Sensing that a catastrophe appeared imminent, 
the rest of us simply disappeared from the vehicle like a mass exodus of free-falling 
parachutists.  Considering that it was Ken's first driving lesson without an instructor, he did 



astonishingly well. I had fully expected to hear an almighty crash about the same time as I 
landed, but nothing happened. For one frightening moment, I thought that I had damaged 
my hearing, so as quickly as I could recover, I turned towards the action. What I saw filled 
me with instant admiration for the plucky lad.

Somehow he had managed to wrestle the Essex clear of the immediate danger, but 
was now headed towards a formidable line of parked cars on the opposite side of the road.
With great presence of mind Ken once again wrenched the car away from the new peril. It 
was unfortunate then that he did what a number of novice drivers do: he over- corrected. 
Yet despite that, when he came back to his correct side of the road, some aberration must 
have confused his judgement in locating the brake. Instead of using the pedal, he chose 
the front headlamp and mudguard of an incorrectly parked car. It was a double misfortune 
really, because another yard would have seen him in the clear with plenty of uncluttered 
space in which to bring the Essex to a more conventional stop. Then the voice from the 
sale yards that had been droning on for the best part of an hour, suddenly rose a couple of
octaves which instinctively told Ken that he had hit the auctioneer's new car.

With the auctioneer temporarily disabled, there was a general movement towards 
the sound of tinkling glass as a last reluctant portion of headlamp hit the bitumen. By that 
time the auctioneer had recovered sufficiently to rush over to view the damage, and when 
he saw his spanking new car locking horns with an old Essex, his language somehow took
on a familiar sound. All at once I recognised it as similar to Mr Jones's outburst a few 
weeks before, the only difference being a disparity in dialect. On the other hand, Mr 
Goulder, showing remarkable restraint under most embarrassing circumstances, ushered 
us boys into the untangled Essex and headed for home, while the auctioneer's car made 
its undignified departure from the scene behind a tow truck.

In contrast to the morning's relaxed run into Pinjarra, the return trip was an agony of
tension. No whistling Mr Goulder now. I had a distinct feeling that he felt that the Lord had 
deserted him in his hour of need, and I could tell by the repetitive twitching of his upper lip 
and the deepening crimson patch on each cheekbone, that he was under considerable 
stress.  But my sympathies lay with Ken McCullough. In the grim silence, I couldn't help 
but reflect on the extraordinary adventure we'd just been through. While the rest of us had 
bailed out of the car, he had kept his cool despite his lack of driving experience, and had 
managed to avoid two obstacles, hitting the third by the barest of margins. Extending my 
reflection further, I pondered on the outcome of the incident. If he had avoided everything, 
would he have kept going until he had run out of petrol? No, surely not; that was an insult 
to his intelligence. Rethinking again, I toyed with the idea that he chose to stop in the 
manner he did to spare us the ordeal of a long walk home. But then, why choose the 
auctioneer's brand new car? Surely something a little less…
My ramblings jerked to a sudden stop along with Mr Goulder's exuberant application of the
brake. We had arrived. No doubt a telephone call would have alerted the Principal in time 
to guarantee a reception in the office, the building which we were now entering.

When the few dents were knocked out of the tough old Essex and out of Ken 
McCulloch, we were soon back in Pinjarra attending the monthly Junior Farmers meetings.
This organisation enjoyed great popularity at the time, particularly with us Fairbridge boys 
because not only was it an introduction to the holding of meetings, it gave us an 
opportunity to meet and mix with the local young men.  But after two or three meetings 
when interest waned slightly, it was discovered on visits to the outside lavatory that several
of the local lads' bicycles were conveniently parked against the outside wall of the hall. 
With practically no access to pushbikes in our lives before, this was the one simple thrill 
yet to be experienced. The chance could not be missed. Subsequently a roster system 
was organised among us designed to control the number of dunny visits to disciplined 
intervals and much to our satisfaction and enjoyment, the system worked perfectly.  It was 
soon realised too, that burning up the streets of Pinjarra on a bike was a lot less 



dangerous than trying to negotiate them in the Essex. Not that Mr Goulder ever gave us 
another opportunity

During 1938, a start was made on the Pinjarra golf course. The site was a few 
hundred metres out of town along the road to Mandurah. It was quite heavily timbered, not 
so much with tall trees, but with thick patches of banksia, gum and sheoak. This valuable 
firewood had been given to Fairbridge. All we had to do was to cut the felled trees into logs
of suitable lengths for Mr Nancarrow the Pinjarra carrier to cart to the Farm School.  I was 
happy enough to be chosen as one of three boys to work with the two adult hired hands to 
do the job. Every morning we'd collect our sandwiches from Mr Shugar while the men 
picked theirs up from the staff kitchen, and climb aboard the school van with our axes and 
crosscut saws. The driver then dropped us off at the job with the instruction that he would 
return at 4.00pm to pick us up. So far as I was concerned it was a day of freedom spent in 
the bush doing a job that I enjoyed. And there was no need for the men to supervise us; 
we did just as much work as they, although they usually let one of us knock off a bit earlier 
to boil the billy. Morning tea went with the job too, which was another pleasant little luxury. 
Mind you, it was well earned. It was continuous hard work, especially when loading 
Nancarrow's flat-topped truck. He had a method of stacking that catered for an 
extraordinary quantity of logs.

But by the day's end I'd hop into the school’s van pleasantly anticipating a nice hot 
bath followed by a good tea and comfortable warm bed. I had a lot to be thankful for. I was 
certainly thankful for Mrs Greenish who was caring for us practically on her own. Her 
husband's condition had worsened. And he was now in hospital.

Another valuable and totally unexpected pleasure resulted in having been chosen 
for this firewood job. The driver of the school van turned out to have been one of the old 
Fairbridge boys who had lived on the original Farm just south of Pinjarra. from 1913 to 
1921. During the several weeks that the job lasted, we new boys had ample opportunity to 
absorb the many fascinating details of life on the old Farm School that Dick Curd told us 
about at every opportunity. What an education those few weeks were!

'You young blokes have everything going for you these days,' Dick repeatedly 
informed us good-naturedly. 'You should have been with our mob, especially during the 
war years. It was touch and go those days, I can tell you. D’you know, we were battling to 
get an education. With the war on, teachers were hard to come by and when we did 
eventually get one, he didn’t last long; he didn’t think he should eat his meals with us kids. 
The next one didn’t last as long as t’other one. He boarded at the neighbouring farm and 
got his feet wet walking across the paddocks.  Fair dinkum, they were a couple of sissies, 
they were.  D’you know, Mr Fairbridge had to teach us kids himself for a while, and that 
was on top of all his other work.  Talk about having his work cut out! Most of us kids had 
hardly ever seen a classroom so he had to start from scratch with us. Then he managed to
get a part-time teacher from Pinjarra and that helped Mr Fairbridge a lot. Mind you, it 
wasn’t till 1916 that he got his schoolroom built. Up till that time, we had to use the dining 
room in the house for our lessons. Even then, we had to sit on planks stretched across 
wooden cases.' The three of us listened in awe of the hardships that this man and the 
whole 35 of them had endured during those perilous, early days.

On another day, Dick would expound on the incredible difficulties that had 
confronted Ruby Fairbridge with her new baby. 'Talk about tough times, boys, I don’t know 
to this day how Mrs Fairbridge managed to put up with us kids with all the other work she 
had to do,'  Dick Curd reminisced. 'There she was, with baby Barbara to feed several times
a day, supervising the catering, cooking, laundry, mending of clothes and all the other 
requirements in running a large household, not to mention having to attend to all the 
nursing and first-aid treatment that we kids put her through. Tell you what though, as 
strange as it may seem, the job of looking after the baby brought fierce competition from 
us kids. We all loved her. And of course, Mrs Fairbridge had so much to do that she just 



had to leave Barbara for one of us to look after. Anyway, we all regarded it as being a very 
special job. And as it turned out, Mrs Fairbridge had a new baby just about every two years
so there was always one or more babies to look after!'

But apparently it wasn’t all hard work and tough going. One day, Dick told us what 
wonderful holidays they used to have. Away he went on his fascinating tale as 
enthusiastically as ever.  'On New Year's Day 1914, Mr Fairbridge organised a two-week 
holiday for all of us at Mandurah. He divided some of us into two patrols of five, with each 
group allotted its own utensils, such as frying pan, billy and daily rations. Then we had to 
walk the 15 miles to the camp-site and start building our huts – 'humpies'  we called ‘em. 
Of course, the smaller kids didn’t have to walk; they were piled on top of a wagonload of 
camping gear including Barbara’s pram. These were pulled along the dusty old track by 
two of Mr McLarty’s big draught horses. .For the next two weeks, we Fairbridge kids 
virtually took over Mandurah. We were all barefooted of course but, by that time we had 
just about become full-blown dinkie-die Aussies. Anyway, Mandurah was something none 
of us had ever experienced before in our lives. It was really the holiday of a lifetime!  For 
two weeks we swam, we fished, we played in the sand and we ate our heads off.

You could catch fish then – I mean – really big buggers. I remember the night Mr Fairbridge
took young Snowy Wilkinson around to the ocean at Halls Head and d’you know what they caught?
Well, young Snowy landed a 56lb kingfish and Mr Fairbridge caught a huge 130lb tiger shark. I bet 
you don’t catch fish like that nowadays!'

I had to agree with Dick about the scarcity of big fish, although I did have to mention
the big stingray that was landed under the bridge just last year 

The job at the new golf course site was coming to an end now as most of the fallen 
trees had been logged and taken back to the Fairbridge woodheap awaiting the circular 
saw treatment that would supply the numerous fireplaces with firewood. But a few days 
before the job cut out, I had the opportunity to ask Dick Curd the question that had long 
been occupying my mind. He had arrived to pick us up a bit early one day, so we gathered 
around the camp fire enjoying a late afternoon brew.

'When you were at the old Farm School, Mr Curd,' I asked, 'what did you boys think of Mr 
Fairbridge …I mean…how did you get on with him?'

'It was a case of how did he manage to put up with us,' Dick replied with more than 
a chuckle in his voice. 'You gotta remember, we were just a bunch of ruffians really,  rough 
as rags. Kingsley had a hell of a job knocking us into some sort of shape. Not that he ever 
used force on us .Under the circumstances he showed an amazing amount of patience 
and understanding. Look: for the first few months he had to teach most of us how to speak
properly. Then he used to instruct us in good manners and being polite and having a 
sense of responsibility and all that sort of stuff. It was all new to us of course, but he had a 
way with him that sort of demanded respect. And he got it too! Above all, he was a man of 
compassion. Here, let me tell you of an incident that illustrates just what kind of a man he 
was.

It happened just after the war ended. By then of course, we were nearly adults. The 
youngest of us was over 14. And we were all fairly experienced in farm work because we’d 
had to run the place through the war years when all the men were away fighting. Somehow,
we knew that Kingsley had a problem to sort out because some of us older lads reckoned 
we should have been out workin’ on farms by now. Then one evening, Kingsley asked us 
all to come in to the main room because he wanted to talk to us. He started off by saying 
that he realised that most of us were ready to be placed on farms to earn our own living, 
but he and Mrs Fairbridge needed to go to England to raise a lot more money before they 
could enlarge their Farm School. He explained to us that if he let us all go out working on 
other farms, he wouldn’t have anyone left here and that would be the end of everything. 
Right there and then he asked for a few of us to volunteer to run the farm for a few months 



while they were away raising more money and setting up a new administrative committee 
in England. He said he couldn’t afford to pay us the going rate of ten shillings a week; he 
could only offer us five. D’ya wanna know what happened then? Well, I’ll tell ya. Without a 
moment’s hesitation, every single one of us volunteered, shooting our arms straight up in a 
mass demonstration of support for the man and woman we had grown to love.

See, for the first time in our lives we had someone who was genuinely interested in 
our welfare. Someone who had taken us off the streets, given us an education and most 
importantly of all, had given us a real feeling of self-worth. Kingsley and Ruby Fairbridge 
had done all that for us and we wanted them to keep going to do the same for other kids.' 

Dick Curd’s voice finished in a surge of feeling and I found it easy to understand his 
genuine emotion.  After all, wasn’t I one of those ‘other kids?’ Dick’s action had helped in 
giving us a chance to make something of our lives here in Western Australia? How 
fortunate was I?

As the months went by, more and more of my friends left to make their way in the 
world. These were boys and girls whom I'd grown up with over the past five years; girls 
with whom I'd played tennis and danced; boys with whom I'd shared school, scouting, 
music, played cricket and football and more recently worked in a variety of jobs, learning 
new skills, enjoying new adventures.  Hardly a week went by without three or four leaving. 
Suddenly, a girl I'd known as a cut-kneed, barefooted urchin turned up to breakfast in a 
smart dress, shoes and stockings and with make-up on. She was transformed overnight 
into an attractive young woman. The boys enjoyed a similar transformation. They'd come 
to breakfast appearing a foot taller, now that they were out of short pants and sporting a 
neat new suit and good shoes.  There had been differences, squabbles and fights over the
years, the same as in any community, but generally the boys and girls at Fairbridge 
enjoyed a healthy relationship. After all, weren't we all members of one big family, brothers 
and sisters selected to share a new life together; a bond that would survive the childhood 
years and last throughout our lives as citizens of a great big growing nation?  In recent 
weeks I had farewelled Stan Trigg, Henry McCaughan, Reg Edwards, Dick Darrington, and
several others. Once again the parting syndrome re-emerged to haunt me. Perhaps it was 
a reminder that the pendulum of life swings inexorably on in a repetitious cycle. Strangely, 
though, the departure of so many close mates failed to evoke in me any real depth of 
feeling. At the time, there seemed to be no explanation for my indifference, just an 
inexplicable void.  In retrospect, perhaps I had left the core of my sensitivity drained on the
moist earth of an English countryside railway station, where in one swift cruel moment of 
time my mother had been wrenched from me. And perhaps, subconsciously, ever since 
that moment, I had accepted that deep personal losses were to be an inevitable pattern of 
my life. Whatever the reason, I discovered that the rules of life sometimes did try to 
compensate, in part at least, for an apparent imbalance of justice.

Early in 1938 I was selected to respond to a request for a penfriend from an English
schoolgirl of my own age. It was the beginning of a long friendship with a girl I never met, 
but who came into my life at a time when I most needed someone. Joan John was well 
educated and wrote long, interesting and informative letters with a warmth that gave me a 
satisfying sense of wellbeing. At last, I felt that I had a genuine girl-friend. (Sadly, we were 
never to meet.)

But now that children were growing into adulthood and leaving the nest, the 
association didn't end. Far from it. That is why the Club House had been built at 
Fairbridge. Here was a club, a home to come back to, a place in which Old Fairbridgians 
could spend their holidays, to renew old friendships, to meet older Fairbridgians. The Club 
House incorporated two separate accommodation wings extending from each side of a 
central function area which also housed the manager and his wife. But it was the 
magnificent function room that held the key to the success of the place. A large kitchen at 
the rear was capable of catering for over two hundred guests seated in the main hall. Here



it was that jarrah had been used to perfection in the construction of the vast floor, the strip 
panels in walls and ceilings, and the two folding partitions that effectively divided the 
central space into three rooms. A battery of ceiling fans made for pleasant summer 
conditions, while great granite open fireplaces at either end of the hall provided the feature
attraction. It was around these roaring fires on wet winter nights that Old Fairbridgians set 
the rafters ringing with the melodies of favourite old songs brought from the 'old country', 
mixed with the ballads that told the story of their new land.  If Kingsley Fairbridge could 
have sat in on any one of these exhilarating gatherings, he would have been well 
rewarded with the evidence of a flourishing reality of his boyhood dream.

REVELATIONS

Five years of living in an Australian institution found me almost on the threshold of 
manhood. A few more months and I would be 16, working on some remote property far 
removed from the familiar surroundings of Fairbridge. But even with this approaching 
inevitability, I had not given it much thought. Experience had taught me to live for the day, 
and the day was pleasant enough spent in the Pinjarra bush with the ring of the axe and 
the swish of the saw. Seldom anything happened out of the ordinary; certainly nothing 
exciting since Ken McCullough’s daring drive. So when I arrived home one evening to find 
a letter from England on my bed in unrecognisable handwriting I opened it with a great 
deal of apprehension. I had only to read the first lines before I felt weak with shock. I read 
the letter through the first time, mechanically, incapable of grasping the implication of its 
message. It was only after reading it for a second time that the true meaning emerged 
from the confusion that I felt. The one fact that seemed likely was that after all these years 
of not knowing who or if I had living parents, I now apparently had a mother. To say that I 
was totally unprepared would be the understatement of all time. It was like reading an 
unusual novel; a sequence of highly unlikely events leading the reader along to a 
premature unfinished ending. And the bizarre thing about it all was that the story was 
written by my grandmother to tell me that not only did I have a real mother, but it seemed I 
had sisters as well.  It is difficult to recall my feelings at that moment. Perhaps turmoil 
could best describe them, although no single word could adequately explain the thoughts 
that fought for recognition in my mind. Ideas tumbled about in my brain like laundry in a 
tumbledrier. When it stopped spinning, a feeling of elation overwhelmed me as the 
realisation grew that I was no longer alone in the world; that at last I could say that magic 
word ‘family’.

As I re-read the letter again and again, emotion registered in a number of different 
ways. In turn I experienced bewilderment, excitement, compassion and even a measure of
disbelief.  Naturally, Mrs Greenish was delighted for me when l told her of the incredible 
news my letter contained but advised me to discuss it with our new principal, Mr Massey, a
suggestion to which l readily agreed, and an appointment was made for the following day.  
After my visit, it surprised me to see the distinct lack of enthusiasm on his face.  l would 
have thought that he would have been happy with the news, but when he talked it over 
with me, he sowed the seeds of doubt in my thinking. He put forward several questions for 
consideration. Why had my family waited 15 years before contacting me? Had they known 
about my leaving England over five years before, and if they hadn’t, how did they discover 
my present address?

'And another thing,' Mr Massey pointed out, 'You are about to go out into the world 
as a working man and you will be earning a wage, so there is a possibility that your 
newfound family is seeking aome financial assistance.'  The principal concluded by saying,
'By all means, Ramsbottom, acknowledge your grandmother's lettter – but my advice to 
you is be watchful in your future relationship.  I sincerely hope that you will find happiness 



in the knowledge of your discovery, but do not rush into anything that you may regret later.'
When I thought about Mr Masset's advice, I had to admit there was a lot to think about, 
and now that the original euphoria had subsided, among its replacement was
a distinct disappointment that my own real mother had not sent me so much as a postcard 
in my entire life.

Nevertheless I immediately wrote back to her Manchester address, saying how 
excited I was that after 15 years of being an 'orphan' I could now boast of having relations 
and would she reply soon and tell me the rest of the story.  In that first letter to her I wrote 
a brief synopsis of my life story, in particular about my love for my foster parents who had 
given me such a wonderful childhood.  I explained how I was on the threshold of a new life
somewhere in the vastness of Western Australia, and that I would save up to come back to
England some day and see her. 

 



 
 It was true, and only natural, that I wanted someday to see my family, but it was also true 
that if I ever returned to England, my first call would be on Rosa and Sam Nobes, the 
people who had been my only real parents.

But it soon became clear to me that it would be many years before I could afford 
such a trip. With Mr Greenish failing rapidly, Mrs Greenish broke the news to me that I had 
been found employment on a farm at Gnowangerup in the great southern part of the State.
My employer was to be a Mr Monty House who ran a mixed farm of about 1000 acres, so I
was to get a good all-round farming experience. My starting wage was to be 12s 6d per 
week, half of which was to be sent back to Fairbridge by the employer to be held in trust 
until I was 21. I was to be provided with a complete new range of clothes including working
gear, a best suit, overcoat and trilby hat. All I had to do with my half-wage was to maintain 
or buy new clothing, buy a bicycle with which to get into town in order to spend a weekly 
two shillings to see the picture show. And, of course, I was going to save up for my big trip.

Fortunately, my meals and accommodation were to be provided by Mr House, 
otherwise I would have been concerned about my solvency. But I still had a few weeks to 
wait, so that problem was put out of my mind. Of far more importance was the question of 
whether I would receive a letter from my mother before I left.  During the intervening few 
weeks I spent a lot of time thinking about the sequence of recent events that had 
overtaken me. Only a few months before, I had been a forgotten orphan with only an 
occasional short letter from my foster mother to remind me that there existed at least one 
person who cared about me. Then, in the space of a couple of months, out of the blue, I 
suddenly discovered that I had a real live mother, a grandmother and other relatives 
including sisters. But what concerned me was that there was no mention of a father. What 
of him? Where was this Mr Ramsbottom who had so gratuitously permitted me to suffer 
cruel inventive taunts from pitiless boys and mindless adults? And there were other 
questions.  Was my mother genuinely concerned for me? How much had she suffered? 
How long did she keep me after I was born?

The answers came in a letter from my mother only a few days before I was due to 
leave Fairbridge. It arrived in a bulky square envelope. Mrs Greenish handed it to me with 
a sympathetic smile, her face pale and strained with the loss of her husband only a few 
days before. Hurriedly I raced to my room, closed the door noisily behind me and tore 
open the envelope. I sat at my desk for a few moments, churning with apprehension. Then
slowly and deliberately I began to read a most amazing story. 

My Own Dear Son Jack,
I write these lines to you with great remorse and shame. To have to meet you with great 

remorse and shame. To have to meet you tell you face to face, I am afraid I could not bare to.
Well, I was born on 15th January 1894, rather delicate, had to be kept alive on the blood of

raw meat for a long time (I believe). My mother says that I was the best baby she had and I grew 
up to be a nice child. Mother was very strict with us all until we grew to 14 years of age; trained 
us to clean and scrub and wash. Away to Sunday school from being tiny tots. As I grew to my 
early teens it was Chapel morning and evening—Sunday school afternoon. We are Baptist in 
religion. I was baptised when I was 18 years, then I became a Sunday teacher. I was trained to be 
a waitress and was very happy at my work. Wages eight shillings and what tips were made; 
was a home girl – tipped  all my money up; that, we all had to do. Sixpence a week pocket money
until 21 years of age.

At 20 I met my first boy – at 21 I had a lovely party. We were going to be engaged at his
next leave; but he went to France and married a French girl. But he got let down – she  could not 
bare him any children. That was his punishment, and me – a broken heart.

I must tell you that I have always been of a very nervous and afraid to go forward 



disposition, and still am. However, I was still working at this first class cafe when one 
afternoon two gentlemen walked in for tea and one of them knew me well, being the husband of 
the daughter of my parents’ best friend. I was introduced. 

They were Ministry of Supply officers – they  were in uniform, the war was on. I got 
friendly with the one I was introduced to and he took me around. To me he was the perfect 
gentleman, until one evening he betrayed my trust, and I did not see him again until I found I 
was going to have his child. Until then I was a virgin. 

He acknowledged it. He was of very wealthy stock and it was settled out of court for a 
sum of money, but to my surprise he had a wife who was awaiting a divorce. However, time went
marching on – then Barbara arrived. Mother took over the entire charge of the baby, and the 250 
pounds. Then I met another bitter sorrow. From church, they crossed me right off the 
membership. I was grieved indeed – so all the family stopped going.

Time went on and I was still working and looking after Barbara and having things 
rammed down my throat. Then one Saturday evening my parents brought some friends home 
for a musical evening – they were all members of a concert party. We had a lovely home, plenty 
of music and plenty of drink, though we were never allowed to touch anything. My parents’ 
friend and her husband brought her brother along one evening, quite a nice smart man about 
my own age; he was an accountant and they were quite a nice family.

However we got friendly and he knew about me having Barbara and we started going 
around together. I found I got fond of him and a little later on l found l was going to have a 
child by this man, and his name was Harry Mills, Need l tell you that he had no honourable 
intentions towards me; He made Barbara the excuse and denied everything, so l just could not be
bothered with him any more.

I had to leave home. I went to Ramsgate in Kent. I worked until as long as I could, as a 
waitress, then I went to hospital and there you, my Son was born –perfect and beautiful.

How I loved you!
I got well and I transferred to Manchester hospital, and then my parents had to claim me 

from there. I went home – went out to work to keep us both -  in touch with Harry Mills again to 
see if he was going to help maintain you – but  frankly refused. My life was hell on earth at 
home so I packed up and with my son Jack – you,  we travelled back to the county where you 
were born – Kent. Being a holiday and a seaside resort, I could only work the summer season. I 
had to take what digs I could find, that would look after you while I was working. It was a 
horrible place for both of us to be living in.

Then I met a man there. It was my day off duty. I had taken you down to the beach and I
was feeling down in the dumps and homesick. However, I kept seeing this man when I was at 
liberty, and told him that you were my baby – and about Barbara. When he decided to marry 
me I thought it might be one way out (to my sorrow). Well we came back to Manchester and 
went to my parents and were married from there, and lived there.

If ever there was a human beast – he was it. Never, in all my experience have I ever met 
such a man. Then, after a few months, one morning I came down and found that a solid marble
clock was missing from the dining room. I got my mother out of bed and we looked around and 
found that other articles had gone. We went to his place of work, and found that they did not 
know such a man. Then we went to the police and got a warrant for his arrest. I did not have a 
photograph of him but the description I gave the police of him tallied with someone they were after
from other parts of the country. But he was never found, and I have never seen or heard of him 
from the day he walked out on me.

But the worst had happened – I was left expecting a baby. That was Norah – our Norah 
Buckthorpe. Then I had to go to work again until baby was born, then I got well again and had 



to start working once more. I got a foster-mother for you on conditions that I could see you every
night and have you to myself on weekends. You were only there about three weeks when I 
discovered that the master of the house beat you and put you in the cellar – they only wanted the
money for drink. So one night, I watched and waited for them going out. Then I brought you 
away. I had got the place from the Ministry of Health. They were registered as foster parents. I 
got them taken off the Register. However, I had a hell of a life at home.

So my mother got busy among her friends and with influence, got you in Dr Barnardo’s, 
and Norah at Mrs. Mathews at Blackburn. But believe me, my hands were forced; I had not a 
say in the matter, and what my mother did she thought it the best – that you would get an 
education.

Then I became the slave and drudge of the house, and going out to work, tipping my 
money up and drudging at home after a days work. But I still stuck to my parents, and have 
done till recently.

So now my Dear Son, I have opened my soul and mind to you, but please do not think I 
have been all bad. No – I never went dancing or drinking or cursing. My only recreation was 
swimming and life-saving. But you can rest content that, You, Norah and Barbara are pure – 
free from all complaint and disease; you were never tried to be got rid of. I am proud of you my 
dear, and not ashamed of you. It’s myself I am ashamed of for putting too much trust in people.
But even today, I am just the same disposition, ready and willing to help anyone – any person 
in distress or trouble. I have tried to redeem my sins by trying to do what I can for others. The 
old saying is ‘Reward is in Heaven’.  Well I trust so. There will be peace at last, and I don’t care 
when that time comes. When God is ready to take me – I am ready.

So now my Dear Son, have no fear about your birthright, but I am extremely sorry for all 
the anxiety I have caused. I ask you my Dear, to forgive me. If you are ever in any trouble and 
you just have enough to get over to me, come to me. I shall be waiting with open arms. Darling, if
only I could express myself plainly I am sure you would not judge me so.

I want to ask you my Son for one photograph of yourself, just in case you decide to disown
your Mother. If so, please answer this and tell me so – then I shall understand.

For now, I will say cheerio and God bless you, ever and ever. There is more I will tell you 
next time if there ever is one,

Your Sorrowing Mother x x x x x
(I Love You all )

On the back of the first page was a postscript.
I guess you think I had forgotten you, but I admit this is the most dreadful job I have ever had to
do because, I know that I have to hurt you, my own Son. 

Long before I came to the end of the tension-packed pages, tears distorted my 
vision and trickled down my cheeks. I felt only sadness – deep and overwhelming 
compassion for the woman who had endured so much. And the woman who had struggled
and fought her way through a wretched life, had relived it all in the humility of her 
confession – was my mother.  It was so bewildering, unbelievable almost. If so tragic a 
sequence of events had appeared in a novel, they would have been read with scepticism. 
But what I had just read was true. It had to be the truth; no woman would ever condemn 
herself so courageously if it were otherwise.  Right there and then I vowed I would go to 
her as soon as I saved the fare even though it seemed an impossibility on the paltry wage 
I would be earning. Meanwhile I would write to reassure her of my gratitude for her 
frankness and honesty, and that I would never entertain the thought of disowning the 
woman who had given me life. I would let her know that although I had suffered heart-
wrenching separations from loved ones in the past, time had helped heal the scars, and 
that there had been so much to be thankful for in my life.  I would tell her I was well and 



strong; that I had learnt new skills, new sports; that I could swim and save life, and that in 
a few days I would be leaving behind my boyhood, donning long pants and going out into 
the world as a young man to be a farmer.  I pondered on her latest name of Mrs Jones that
had been revealed in her first letter. She had said nothing of her husband. I hoped that 
now, at last, she had found happiness in marriage and enjoyment in life.

MY MOTHER SENT ME THIS PICTURE OF HERSELF HOLDING
 MY COUSIN’S NEW BABY, 1954

Slipping the letter back into the envelope, I placed if in the far corner of my desk 
drawer. No one must see it, not even Mrs Greenish. The pain behind the story would be 
meaningless to other people. Better to keep it between mother and son.

For the next few days I could think of nothing else but my mother’s letter Try as I 
could, as much as I wanted to believe everything, somehow something just didn’t ring true.
I read and re-read my mother’s graphic story. Eventually, I lingered on the possibility of 
who this man was that was supposed to be my father. Harry Mills. From my mother’s 
description, he was not a nice man. I decided there and then, not to let him into my life. I 
had survived 15 years without him so I hadn’t really lost anything. My mother was another 
question mark altogether. What about the monster who fathered Norah and ran off with the
family’s possessions?  Mother had said there was no photo of him – yet  they had been 
married in the family home. Sure someone would have taken a few wedding shots?



SOME OF THE RAMSBOTTOM FAMILY. FROM LEFT, BACK ROW,GRANDFATHER AND
GRANDMOTHER RAMSBOTTOM,  AUNTIE PHYLLIS, UNCLE REG;  CENTRE, AUNTIE

MURIEL; FRONT, SISTER BARBARA AND HER HUSBAND ALF

23 September 1938 was a milestone in my life. It was the day my childhood finished. Now 
it was my turn to leave Fairbridge, exactly five years and four months before I had arrived 
as a  bewildered and unhappy little boy. I would never forget the turbulence of that day. Yet
over the past five years, not only had I survived that initial shock, I had weathered the 
initiation into a vastly different environment, graduating through the tough disciplined ranks
of the barefooted urchin brigade right up into the senior boys’ status. Today was the day I 
would shed my short pants to become a man. At any rate, I was dressed the part.

The dressing was undertaken with almost ceremonial ritual that memorable day. 
Cubicle no.24 of the Arthur Scratton Memorial building had never before been subjected to
such an emotional exhibition. From my array of brand-new gift clothing that filled my 
suitcase, I selected, unwrapped and struggled into my one best white shirt, savouring its 
freshness as it enveloped my muscular young body. Then lifting the lid of my desk, I 
reached for my special tie that had remained unworn since the day my 'Mum' had sent it. 
From the moment I had unwrapped it four years before, I had silently vowed that I would 
stash it away for this very day to come around. It took me a couple of attempts to get the 
adjustment right before I clambered into the unfamiliar feel of long trousers and matching 
jacket. Shiny black shoes completed my ensemble and now I was ready for the cruel 
outside world   I entered the main dining hall and strode to my place at the long central 
table for the last time. For over 20 years several hundred old girls and boys had gone 
before me, each one the centre of attention. Knowing now that all eyes would be upon me,
I suddenly became aware of a new-found esteem; a realisation that a whole new life lay 
ahead of me, that destiny was sweeping me into the uncertainties of the future.  The order 
to stand and say Grace brought me back to earth, and as I settled into my place on the 
form to help pass the porridge plates along the table, I wondered if it would be the last time



I would sit down to a breakfast of bread with dripping and jam. Little did I suspect that in 
the not too distant future, I would spend many sleepless nights craving for just one 
mouthful of the food I was sick of eating that morning.

After breakfast there was time enough for me to take one last stroll up to the top road 
to the church. It was an opportune moment to let my gaze wander towards the white- 
painted railings that enclosed the grave of Kingsley Fairbridge, the man who had made it 
all possible for the 2000 British foundlings to be given the chance of a quality of life that 
most certainly would not have been available in the orphanages of Britain. Here at 
Fairbridge we were an ever-expanding family of brothers and sisters sharing a unique 
experience that would survive for as long as offspring of Old Fairbridgians lived. Lifting my 
gaze beyond the Founder’s grave to the giant granite outcrops of the Darling Ranges, I 
was reminded of how their rugged beauty differed so much from the softer lines of the 
Cotswolds in England. Inevitably, my thoughts drifted back to the carefree days spent in 
exploring the woods around Eastcombe together with the special charm of the Toadsmoor 
Valley. I pictured the family group climbing the winding secluded track through the hills and
on into Stroud. The happiness of those early childhood years enveloped me in a flood of 
nostalgia until the conflict of competing loyalties suddenly thrust itself upon me.

Now there was my new-found family to think about. Again, doubts crept in, new 
questions surfaced. What had my birth mother said? ‘There is more to tell you next time.’ 
Had there not been enough last time? Just how much more could there be? She had 
sought, and I had given her my assurance and understanding. The only exception had 
been the question of my name. For the life of me, I couldn’t understand why I hadn’t been 
given my father’s name of Mills. My mother would have done me a big favour if she had 
done that instead of saddling me with the family name of Ramsbottom. That name might 
be familiar enough around Manchester, but to wear it through years of institutional life in 
faraway Australia is a fate no child should suffer. No other thought could have brought me 
back more quickly to the realities of the moment. In the past, it was only after lengthy 
periods of familiarity that the taunts and insults had dried up. Now that I was leaving my 
friends to meet strangers in the outside world, I knew I’d have to go through it all over 
again.  With a wry smirk, I headed back towards Scratton and the waiting school vehicle. 
In a sudden burst of angry frustration, I aimed a savage kick at a cluster of dandelions 
sending the severed heads flying. At the same time I choked out a frustrated warning: 
‘Look out Australia, here comes that little Pommy bastard Jackie Ramsarse.


