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Foreword 

The first volume of Lectures in North Queensland History appeared 
some 22 years ago: the first publication undertaken by the Department of 
History (as it was then). All papers in that volume had been given initially 
as lectures by research students and staff members on the basis of their own 
research. They appealed strongly to undergraduates enrolled in a course on 
Australian history which included a discrete component on North 
Queensland history. A second volume of a like nature and origin appeared 
in 1975 to capitalise on the success of 1974. Before the next two were 
issued (in 1978 and 1984) teaching programs had been reorganised. Most 
of the papers in those two had never been delivered literally as lectures, but 
had an earlier life as conference or seminar papers. In other respects all four 
have similar characteristics, particularly in ranging over a diversity of 
subjects. 

Within the period during which the first four volumes of Lectures were 
published, three volumes appeared consisting of papers by different authors 
on more specialised subjects. In 1978 Henry Reynolds edited Race 
Relations in North Queensland. K.H. Kennedy edited two volumes of 
Readings in North Queensland Mining History in 1980 and 1982. 

In the twelve years since the fourth volume of Lectures appeared, four 
other volumes of collected papers have been published. In 1991 Roy 
Macleod and Donald Denoon edited Health & Healing in Tropical 
Australia and Papua New Guinea. A new substantially changed edition of 
Race Relations in North Queensland came out in 1993, and so too did 
Discovering Australasia: essays on Philippine-Australian Interactions, 
edited by Reynaldo C. Ileto and Rodney Sullivan. A fifth volume came 
closer to the Lectures pattern in the diversity of its subject matter, but over 
a third of its contents were on regions other than North Queensland: 
Peripheral Visions: essays on Australian Regional and Local History, 
edited by B.J. Dalton. 

In common with the four previous volumes in the Lectures series, the 
present work comprises papers on diverse subjects. They differ greatly in 
scale: from an analysis of an encounter which lasted perhaps "three or four 
minutes" to a critique of a career extending over sixty years and more than 
half of the 20th century. In time they are equally diverse: from 1845 to 
1992. Two of the eleven papers deal with women; two with railways; one 
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with industrial conflict; six with aspects of Aboriginal-European relations 
to the present day. Of these, four are on the history of missions to the 
Aborigines. This has been an area scarcely touched by academic historians 
until very recently. It is symptomatic of this neglect that, of fifty-four 
papers in the first four volumes of Lectures, only three are on missions: 
fortuitously, one in each of volumes II, III and IV. N.A. Loos, "A Conflict 
of Faiths: Aboriginal Reactions to Christian Missions in North Queensland" 
(No.II (1975) pp.47-56), Paul Smith, "'He Who Pays the Piper .. .': the Crisis 
of Authority during Yarrabah's Foundation Era" (No.III (1978) pp.215-32), 
John Maguire, "Catholic Missions to the Aborigines in North Queensland" 
(No.IV pp.54-72). 

It is still more striking in theses completed in the Department. Of 32 
PhD theses, 9 MA and 99 BA Honours theses, one only has studied a 
mission station: Paul Smith, Like a Watered Garden. Yarrabah, 1892-1909: 
the foundation era (BA Hons 1980). 

This volume is the 49th to be published by the Department. Like our 
previous publications, it was typeset by the office staff and printed and 
bound by the University Printery. Relatively swift and inexpensive, this 
method of production makes it feasible to publish works which commercial 
publishers think too limited in appeal to be profitable to them, and to offer 
them to readers at attractive prices. All our previous publications have 
reached hundreds of readers throughout Australia, as well as some in other 
countries. It is hoped that this one will also be widely read. 

B.J. Dalton 
General Editor 

Brian Dalton, MA (Canterbury), DPhil (Oxford), 
DLitt (JCU): 1924-1996 

http://No.II
http://No.IV


Preface 

Brian Dalton hand-drafted this Foreword only days before his sudden 
death on 9 September 1996. He was only 72, and his colleagues always 
insisted that his characteristic editorial squiggles would perplex the most 
adept word-processor keyboard operators for twenty years to come. He 
would have refined the text before publication, if only because he was 
proud of the research emanating from his former Department, always 
conscientious that the Foreword had to do justice to the products of a 
research school in which he had been so influential and in which he had 
given generously a guiding hand and constructive criticism. 

Just as Emeritus Professor Dalton counted the volumes he produced 
after his retirement as Foundation Professor of History in ·1989 - this was 
the forty-ninth - twenty-seven appearing in less than seven years, his 
colleagues detected in his urgency to record North Queensland History, a 
style which characterised his Forewords. It was a reflection of the man: 
give credit to the authors; tell the reader in advance what is in the volume; 
urge greater inquiry about the richness of our regions, its history and 
heritage. 

Brian Dalton's use and respect for the English language is demonstrated 
in his Forewords and his own writings. He had a passion for the punctuation 
marks of colon and semi-colon. Sometimes the style seemed terse and read 
rather abruptly. But he never wasted words, and accordingly employed this 
vehicle. When one re-reads Brian Dalton's prose and works, one will gain 
an appreciation of his talents and gifts of which so many students have been 
beneficiaries. 

The fiftieth volume from the Department of History and Politics will 
appear in 1997, thirty years after Brian Dalton committed himself to North 
Queensland, almost twenty-five years after he conceived a publication's 
program. It will contain as a Foreword an obituary and eulogy, succinct and 
appropriate, for which I make no apology. 

Dr Anne Smith 
Assistant Editor and Friend 





Koiki Mabo: Mastering Two Cultures -
A Personal Perspective 

Noel Loos 

Edward Koiki Mabo was a Meriam man from one of the most remote 
islands in the Torres Strait, Murray Island. He decided early in his life 
that he had to master the ways of the Whites to exist in the society that 
the Whites dominated, but never to lose his Islander custom and 
language. He had a flaring imagination and a determination and courage 
that enabled him to establish his own community school for his people in 
T ownsville. This courage and determination also enabled him to persist 
through the ten years of the Meriam High Court challenge, which 
demanded recognition of their native title to the land. He died of cancer 
on 21 January 1992, four months before the Murray Island challenge 
destroyed the concept of terra nullius: that Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people were too uncivilised to be considered as owners of their 
own land. This is now commonly referred to as the Mabo Decision, or 
sometimes simply Mabo. In doing this he and his supporters have opened 
up the possibility of a new and more promising vision for both black and 
white Australians. 

Koiki Mabo, as he preferred to be known, described the years of 
childhood and adolescence spent on Murray Island, Mer in Meriam, as 
the happiest days of his life. Indeed, emotionally and intellectually, he 
never left Mer, even though he lived most of his life on the mainland, 
chiefly in Townsville. He was banished from Mer for twelve months at 
the age of fifteen, returned for two years, although employment during 
this period took him away for a month or six weeks at a time. Even his 
move to the mainland in 1957 was a typically Torres Strait Island 
experience, as a member of the Islander crew of a trochus lugger. 
Between 1957 and 1961, he became a member of the small but growing 
Torres Strait Islander community of North Queensland and found 
employment with other Torres Strait Islanders on other luggers, cutting 
cane, or working in western Queensland on the railway lines. From 1962 
to 1967 he worked for the Townsville Harbour Board, mostly on the tug 
Lalor; he had previously found casual employment there. From 1967 to 
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1975, he worked as gardener at James Cook University, and from 1978 
to 1981 at the Commonwealth Employment Service. In these last three 
jobs, in his creation and administration of the Black Community School 
from 1973 to 1985, and in the ten-year struggle, from 1982 to 1992, that 
led to the recognition of Native Title, he was working in a world 
dominated as completely by white Australia as was the island he had left 
as a teenager. And this world was enmeshed in alien codes, values and 
institutions that seemed, to Torres Strait Islanders, designed to 
disadvantage and humiliate them and to continue the dependence on 
white authority they had known in the Islands. Koiki Mabo never 
accepted white dominance or the inferior status coloniaiist history 
attempted to impose on his people. Indeed he maintained an optimistic 
confidence, sometimes verging on a good-natured arrogance. His 
absolute faith in the justice of his struggle and the integrity of his own 
claim was reflected in those last words: "Land Claim". 

* * * * * 

The story of how Koiki Mabo became master of two cultures, his 
own and mainland culture, will seem quite extraordinary to white 
Australians. Yet, in its broad outlines, it is typical of those Islanders who 
have emigrated to the mainland since the end of World War II. This 
process quickened from the late 1950s with the collapse of the pearlshell 
and trochus industries after the introduction of plastics. 

He grew up on Mer into his own language and culture. Informally, he 
discovered and learnt his kinship ties and his place in his Piadram Clan. 1 

From his village of Las he learnt of the other clans and villages who 

This paper has also been published in Noel Loos and Koiki Mabo, Edward Koiki 
Mabo: His life and struggle for land rights, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 
1996, chapter 1. The tapes on which this autobiographical material is based are at 
present in the possession of the author but a copy has been placed with Mabo's 
personal papers in the National Library, MS8822: ''.The Papers of Edward Koiki 
Mabo". The entire collection is restricted until January 2005. Mabo was baptised 
Edward Koiki Mabo but preferred the Islander "Koiki" to the post-colonialist 
"Eddie". 
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made up the Meriam people. He grew into the social and economic life 
of the Island, the gardening and the fishing on the two homes of the 
Meriam: Mer and the sea. He took part in the dances and ceremonies that 
punctuated the yearly round or were associated with the rites of passage 
of birth, marriage and death, especially the tombstone unveilings that the 
Islanders had developed since the coming of Christianity. These 
commemorated the death of kinsfolk "Islander fashion", affirmed the 
ongoing importance of family and friends and celebrated life. 

He became part of a devoutly Christian community, itself a part of 
the Anglican Diocese of Carpentaria whose Cathedral city is Thursday 
Island, T.I. to the Islanders. He also became familiar with the traditional 
belief system, at least those aspects of it that were a living part of 
Meriam culture, especially the Malo-Bomai cult. It is not clear whether 
the current respect for Malo-Bomai stemmed in its fullness from pre
Christian times and had been hidden from western ears until recently, or 
whether it has assumed greater significance in recent years. 2 I can 
remember sitting next to Koiki many years ago, certainly before he was 
involved in the Native Title case, watching a film that contained very old 
footage of part of the Malo-Bomai ritual. To my surprise Koiki was 
visibly shocked that this part of the ceremony was being shown. It was 
sacred and secret, he said. In 1984 Koiki discussed gardening and fishing 
rituals he had learnt as a boy. He believed these were still used. He also 
discussed love magic and sorcery, maid or pouri pouri to the Islanders, 
and various other Meriam beliefs which were current when he was 
growing up on Mer and which were still so in the 1980s, Koiki believed. 

The economic possibilities open to Meriam men in the 1950s were 
starkJy clear. Those who stayed in the Islands could work on the 
pearlshell and trochus luggers for less pay than white Australians or in 
the few government jobs, such as untrained school-teacher or storeman, 
which were also poorly paid. As Koiki approached manhood, 

2 J. Beckett, "The Murray Island land case and the problem of cultural continuity", in 
W. Sanders (ed.) Mabo and Native Title: Origins and Institutional Implications, 
Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research, Australian National University, 
Canberra 1994, pp.17-19, 22. 
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opportunities were opening up on the mainland where Torres Strait 
Islanders could draw wages equal to white Australians even if in low 
status, semi-skilled jobs, such as fettling in the railways or cane-cutting, 
notorious for hard work under the tropical sun. Koiki Mabo was working 
on trochus luggers in the dying days of the industry. He visited various 
ports such as Cairns and saw the opportunities and the different way of 
life. It was then that he realised that Torres Strait Islanders were being 
economically exploited and educated for servitude in the fisheries. The 
twenty-year-old Meriam man decided "to give it a go and see what 
happens". He had set out on a great and challenging adventure in an alien 
land. 

A number of factors seem to have contributed to Koiki Mabo's 
decision to try to make it on the mainland. He had fallen foul of Mer's 
Islander administration because of a youthful "misdemeanour", that had 
flung him willy-nilly into the lugger work force. He was directed where 
to work by the Queensland Government administration in the person of 
Mr Pat Killoran, then the senior Department of Aboriginal and Islander 
Affairs (DAIA) official at T.I. He had experienced directly, while still an 
adolescent, powerlessness before a white colonialist administration and 
the Islander Council which then functioned as part of that administration. 
He had become aware that Islanders in the Torres Strait were 
economically exploited, whether they were Islander owners of Company 
Boats, or employees on them or the Master Boats owned by commercial 
interests. His mother, Maiga Mabo, had also urged him to find work on 
the mainland because she thought working on luggers was a dead end in 
the changing world in which Koiki was growing up. Moreover, he had 
seen the world beyond the Islands and there were Islander friends and 
relatives already living there in employment that offered financial 
rewards unavailable in Queensland's Torres Strait Island colony. There 
was also a freedom from colonialist controls. All of these factors 
contributed to the move to the mainland, a move that wasn't seen as 
permanent and certainly not as a rejection of his culture and people. 

In telling his life story, however, Koiki placed great emphasis on the 
vision of Torres Strait Islanders' future given to him by Robert Victor 
Miles, Bob Miles, the only one of his white school teachers he admired: 
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"a very good teacher and a friend of all the school kids ... He was the one 
that taught me the most of English language". Bob Miles learnt the 
western language, Kala Laga Ya, when he taught on Saibai, and Meriam 
when he taught on Mer. He was the first of Koiki's white teachers who 
allowed the children to use their own language; however, he convinced 
Koiki of the importance of English for Torres Strait Islanders and of 
understanding mainland culture. Koiki lived with Miles for a time when 
his mother was ill: "it was an ideal situation for us to exchange 
conversation in two languages". Miles increased his mastery of Meriam 
from Koiki, and Koiki his mastery of English from Miles. But he learnt 
more than a new language. He was introduced to mainland culture while 
still on Mer. Koiki summarised this importance in his reflection on his 
childhood: 

My lifetime on Murray, I think, was the best time of my life I ever 
spent; growing up on Murray and having an opportunity to learn both 
the whiteman way of life from my school teacher, Robert Miles, and my 
traditional heritage as well. 

Koiki's grasp of English was more fluent and confident than most of 
the Torres Strait Islanders of his generation. This no doubt was also a 
factor in his decision to move to the mainland. He was fluent enough to 
argue with Killoran, to converse with Cairns police, the Commonwealth 
Employment Service in Townsville and to bargain with the Palm Island 
administration when one of the luggers he worked on called in there. 
Because of his command of English, he often found himself the 
spokesman for his group. In the 1980s he was to be the main interpreter 
of Mer custom to the lawyers preparing the claim for native title, a role 
in which he was seen as indispensable. 3 Indeed, throughout his life Koiki 
played a very valuable role in educating those white Australians he came 
in contact with, myself not least, as well as people like historian Henry 
Reynolds, linguist Larry Cromwell, and the galaxy of lawyers he 

3 Personal conversation with Bryan Keon-Cohen, Townsville, 17 June 1993. 
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interacted with over the ten years of the Murray Islanders' struggle.4 In 
many ways he repeated the relationship he had experienced with Bob 
Miles. 

In 1959, at the age of 23, Koiki Mabo took a job with a construction 
gang on the Queensland Railways at Hughenden in western Queensland. 
This was the beginning of his involvement with the working class 
movement: "I learnt quite a bit about trade unionism while in the 
railways because of the fellows at the Hughenden Railway Station". He 
became a union representative on the Townsville-Mount Isa rail re
construction project and encouraged other Islanders to join unions. After 
his marriage in October 1959, he had returned to the west with Bonita 
(Netta) to earn money for a deposit on a house. Back in Townsville after 
two years, Koiki returned to his old job as deckhand on the Lalor where 
he worked, all told, for seven years. During this time he became more 
involved with the trade union movement, at first informally. At this time, 
the 1960s, many of the union leaders in Townsville who supported Koiki 
were members of the Communist Party: Eddie Heilbronn, Bill Timms, 
Bill Irving, and Fred Thompson. In one way this was fortunate as the 
Communist Party had demonstrated a formal commitment to Aboriginal 
advancement reaching back to 1931 and affirmed in 1943. This had 
clearly been accepted at branch level in Townsville.5 However, in the 
Queensland of the 1960s, dominated by the National Party, Koiki came 
to the conclusion that the Harbour Board administration was persecuting 
him for his political associations by moving him to an unattractive job 
where his pay was less, so he resigned and worked as a gardener at 
James Cook University from 1967 to 1975. 

4 Bryan Keon-Cohen, speaking at Koiki Mabo's funeral service. An extract containing 
this comment was repeated in "A Tribute to Koiki Mabo", ABC Law Report, 3 March 
1992. Larry Cromwell, speaking at Koiki Mabo's wake, 2 February 1992. Personal 
conversation with Henry Reynolds, 20 July 1994. 

Worker's Weekly, 24 September 1931. See also M. Franklin, Black and White 
Australians: An Inter-Racial History 1788-1975, Heinemann Educational Australia, 
South Y arra, Melbourne 1976, p.134. Economic and legal equality for Aborigines 
was included in its 1943 platform and its members were urged to support Aboriginal 
advancement. 
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During his time at the Townsville Harbour Board, Koiki had begun 
to participate in black organisations. In these early years the membership 
of these organisations was Aboriginal with a few Torres Strait Islander 
and South Sea Islander exceptions. Koiki became the first secretary of 
the Aboriginal Advancement League in T ownsville which consisted of 
about nine members of whom five were active in decision making. The 
Townsville Branch distributed leaflets from the Federal Council of the 
Advancement League, raised funds, got itself associated with the 
Townsville Trades and Labour Council and attended their fortnightly 
meetings. Koiki and Dick Hoolihan were the Advancement League's 
regular representatives and, in Koiki's eyes, this relationship with the 
Trades and Labour Council was very important in his formation as an 
activist. The union leaders mentioned above encouraged the black 
representatives to raise issues but refused to speak on their behalf. Mabo 
grasped these opportunities to improve his English, to gain confidence in 
public speaking and to learn to be an activist in a mainland setting. He 
was a fast learner. 

The most important immediate consequence of this was the 1967 
lnterRacial Seminar: What Is to Follow the Referendum? which involved 
300 participants, black and white, to discuss the future of race relations 
in Australia in general and Townsville in particular. This conference was 
of such historic importance that Professor Charles Rowley referred to it 
in The Remote Aborigines.6 Following the success of the 1967 
referendum, Mabo had suggested to members of the trade union 
movement the need for this conference to raise the awareness of all 
members of the North Queensland community to the problems 
confronting indigenous Australians. 7 The subsequent organising 
committee involved members of the black community, including Koiki, 
as well as representatives from the trade union movement, James Cook 
University, and the churches. Mabo's initiative had brought together a 
coalition of committed people, many of whom were to retain their 

6 C. Rowley, The Remote Aborigines, Ringwood, Vic. 1972, pp. l 06-8. 
7 K. Orr (ed.) We the Australians: What is to follow the referendum? Townsville 1967, 

pp.1,33. 
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interest and involvement in the years to follow. Some maintained a kind 
of Bob Miles relationship with him until his death. Indeed, Mabo once 
told me that he had realised that there were sympathisers in the union 
movement and academia who could assist him to master the white 
Australian world he was encountering. He then deliberately cultivated 
them. 

Mabo considered his understanding of mainland politics was largely 
derived from his involvement with the trade union movement, but 
initially he didn't even know what "Communism" or "Communist" 
meant. Although some attached this label to him, he said he was never 
tempted to become a member. 

He made great use of his link with academia before and after taking 
employment at James Cook University as a gardener. He was asked 
regularly to speak to students in my race relations course and also 
addressed students in other areas such as education. He used the James 
Cook University Library to discover what had been written about his 
people, especially in the Haddon Reports, and in the process not only 
realised that white academics had a lot to learn and often made mistakes, 
but expanded his own knowledge as he grafted on new insights to his old 
understanding. 8 

One of the most important insights Mabo obtained, and one which 
was to have Australia-wide significance, came about by accident. This 
was that he did not have legal title to his land on Murray Island. Koiki 
Mabo, Henry Reynolds and I met in Reynolds' study to have lunch at 
some time between 1972 and 1975. Mabo told us of his land holdings on 
Murray Island. Reynolds and I then had the unpleasant responsibility of 
pointing out to him that the outer Torres Strait Islands were Crown Land, 
indeed designated on a map we had of the area as "Aboriginal Reserve". 
We both remember how shocked Koiki was and how determined that no-

Loos, informal discussion over the years. See also Beckett, "The Murray Island land 
case and the problem of cultural continuity", pp.19-23. A.C. Haddon (ed.) Reports of 
the_Cam_bridge Anthropological Ex/!edition to Torres Strait, Six volumes, Cambridge 
Umvers1ty Press, 1908-1935, especially Vol.VI, Sociology, Magic and Religion of the 
Eastern Islanders. 



1. Koiki Mabo teaching students about Torres Strait Islander culture at James Cook University, c.1975. 
He is holding a weris, a fish scoop. Items of Aboriginal culture are in the background. (Mabo Collection, 
Department of History and Politics, James Cook University.) 
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one would take his land away from him. Subsequent events indicate that 
this was not mere bravado. Mabo also sat in on Reynolds' Australian 
History lectures and in 1984 participated in my Aboriginal and Islander 
History course. By this time it was somewhat like having Napoleon sit in 
on lectures on the fall of the First Republic.9 

Mabo also attended seminars and conferences he considered relevant, 
entering confidently into the discussions. At one, the first conference on 
Aboriginal education held in North Queensland, he was so appalled at 
the comments being made by some of the teachers present that "he did 
his dance". He exploded into a physical and very vocal demonstration of 
his Islander identity as a rejection of the patronising and sometimes 
racist comments being made about Aboriginal and Islander children. 10 As 
a result of this experience, Koiki Mabo, with his friend, Burnum 
Burnum, established the Black Community School which survived for 
twelve years against the odds of always inadequate funding, active 
opposition initially from some officers in the Queensland Education 
Department, and a hostile press campaign in the Townsville Daily 
Bulletin. 11 For some of these years it was the most interesting school in 
Townsville with parental and community involvement and the teaching 
of Torres Strait Islander culture and language. Bonita Mabo, Koiki's 
wife, who was the fixed centre of his turbulent life, worked as teacher's 
aide. There always seemed to be some parents at the school participating 
in some way in the education of their children. 

9 See H. Reynolds (ed.) Race Relations in North Queensland, Townsville 1993, pp.2-3 
for Reynolds' account of this interaction. The reason for the lunch is lost in time. It 
was possibly in association with the oral history project Reynolds and I were 
launching. Mabo was our first Research Assistant. Reynolds thinks it was just to have 
lunch. Personal conversation, 3 August 1994. 

10 N. Sharp, Springs of Originality among the Torres Strait Islanders: After the Storm 
Winds the Leafing of the Wongai Tree, PhD Thesis, La Trobe University, Melbourne, 
1984, Vol. II "Book oflslanders", p.136. I participated in this conference but was not 
in the discussion group where Koiki "did his dance". 

11 J. Morris, The Black Community School, unpublished assignment, Department of 
History and Politics, pp.9-11. See Townsville Daily Bulletin, 14, 17, 19, 21 
September 1973; 6 April 1974. 
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The Black Community School placed Mabo in another situation 
where he had to extend his understanding of white Australian culture to 
maintain the existence of his school. He was Director of the Black 
Community School and President of the Parents' Council. He had to 
become executive officer because of the turnover of teachers. The school 
was subject to a number of reports by white and Aboriginal educationists 
to justify funding. Consequently, Mabo found himself on a rapid learning 
curve of his own as he interacted with enthusiastic educators like Anwyl 
Burfein, Sandra Renew, Geoff Coombs, Rob Renew, Julia Koppe, and 
Margaret, now Senator, Reynolds. Once again he was attending 
conferences and workshops. He also had to address various groups and 
approach "good uncles" (his term) for survival funds. His importance as 
an educator was recognised when he was invited to be a member of the 
National Aboriginal Education Committee (NAEC), an advisory body to 
the Commonwealth Education Department. On this body and on the 
National Aboriginal Arts Board, he appreciated the prestige and honour 
thrust on him, he was never a shy, retiring violet, but believed that he 
was the token Torres Strait Islander, the add-on in the title to denote an 
illusory, indigenous comprehensiveness: Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander. Like many other Islanders, Mabo believed that Torres Strait 
Islander issues were being swamped by the sheer weight of numbers and 
political clout of his Aboriginal colleagues who, without malice, simply 
focused on their own issues. 

The Black Identity that Mabo had enthusiastically espoused earlier 
had begun to splinter into two separate indigenous identities during the 
1970s. This was a growing movement among Torres Strait Islander 
people culminating in the creation of their own flag in 1992 and their 
thrust towards a separate autonomy for the Torres Strait Islands. On I 
July 1994, the day on which Torres Strait Islanders celebrate "The 
Coming of the Light", this resulted in the creation of the Torres Strait 
Regional Authority (T.S.R.A.), as a separate administrative entity aimed 
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at Islander self-management. 12 Some are even demanding "sovereign 
independence", a separate nation. In 1994, a candidate for Chairman of 
Yam Island Council espousing this extreme position polled 50% of the 
vote against Getano Lui (Jun.), longtime Chairman of Yam, and 
Chairman of the combined Islanders' Co-ordinating Council. Getano Lui 
won the election on the casting vote of the Presiding Officer. 13 

Mabo had advocated a self-governing autonomy for the Torres Strait 
based on the Norfolk Island model in the early 1970s and had been 
strongly criticised by other Islanders. In 1976 at a conference on the 
Border Issue, he advocated "an autonomous region within the 
Commonwealth of Australia with its own sovereign rights and the right 
to secede". This time the suggestion was received with respect as one 
that could be considered seriously in a different forum. 14 He was aware 
of the subsequent thrust for total independence but came to believe that 
the court action of the Murray Islanders which resulted in native title was 
the immediate and more important goal. What his position would have 
been after the 1992 High Court decision and the 1993 Native Title 
legislation must be conjecture because of his premature death. 

There is no doubt that the destruction of terra nullius and the 
acknowledgement of native title has given the Torres Strait Islanders a 
greater bargaining power with both State and Federal governments which 
has resulted in a greater confidence in controlling their own future and a 
more insistent assertiveness, the Yam election being just one 
manifestation of this. Had Koiki Mabo not died of cancer in January 

12 "Address of Ms Lois O'Donoghue, Chairperson, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Commission", at inaugural meeting ofT.S.R.A., I July 1994. The copy was supplied 
by ATSIC through Senator Margaret Reynolds' office. T.S.R.A., Corporate Plan 
1994-95, ATSIC, Canberra 1994. 

13 Townsvi/le Bulletin, 24 May 1994. 
14 J. Griffin (ed.) The Torres Strait Border issue: Consolidation, Conflict or 

Compromise?, Townsville 1976, pp.34-5. Personal discussion with Mabo revealed he 
had these views well before the 1976 conference which I attended. S.J. Kehoe
F orutan, Torres Strait Independence: A Chronicle of Events, Research Report No. I, 
Department of Geographical Sciences, University of Queensland, St Lucia, Qld, July 
1988, pp.11-31. 
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1992, his would certainly have been an important voice in any debate 
over the future of the Torres Strait Islands. Mabo's understanding of both 
cultures was very sophisticated indeed in those areas he set out to master. 
He has taught me and other interested mainlanders a great deal about 
Meriam culture and history but freely admitted gaps in his knowledge 
and information he had once known but forgotten. His long absence from 
Mer also sometimes found him out of step with those who had remained 
behind. They had apparently accepted the Queensland Government's 
appraisal of him as an urban activist, a troublemaker, a friend of "reds", 
and a non-Christian. He said that he had been prevented from returning 
to Murray on a number of occasions. This could have been done by 
denying him a berth on the government cargo boat because of an alleged 
or actual lack of room. 

His antipathy to the conservative Bjelke-Petersen Government was 
blazoned forth in 1973 when the Border Issue developed as the 
Commonwealth searched for a redefinition of the border between 
Australia and PNG as that country moved towards nationhood. The 
Councils of Yorke and Murray both formally refused him permission to 
visit to record oral history. Mabo believed the responses were 
orchestrated by Queensland's Department of Aboriginal and Islander 
Advancement.15 When his father, Benny Mabo, was ill in 1974, Mabo 
was granted permission to visit by the Chairman of the Council only on 
condition that he did not involve himself with "political affairs", a 
precondition he found infuriating and insulting. 16 Benny Mabo died on 
11 February 1975 before Mabo could make the journey. Mabo believed 

15 Koiki Mabo, report on audiocassette of a visit to Thursday Island, April 1973, given 
to Loos by Reynolds. Mabo was collecting oral history for Henry Reynolds and Noel 
Loos. On this tape Mabo reads a telegram he had sent to George Mye, a leading 
figure on Darnley Island, advising him not to trust or support Bjelke-Petersen. See 
Griffin (ed.) The Torres Strait Border Issue, for a setting forth of the issues involved 
in the Border dispute, especially pp.34-5 for Mabo's views. 

16 ~hai~at_1· Murray Isl~d. Council, to Edward Mabo, 17 October 1974, telegram: 
Perm1ss1on granted to v1s1t your father stop You will never undertake political affairs 

stop Please acknowledge and confirm". In possession of Bonita Mabo. "Never" was 
interpreted by Bonita Mabo as meaning during his visit. 
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this decision also resulted from DAIA manipulation of the Councillors. 
His own people were making him pay a very heavy price for the political 
activism he had learnt on the mainland, which resulted in the confidence 
and communicating skills which would be so valuable to the lawyers 
preparing the Murray Island case. 

In Townsville in 1981 the Townsville Treaty Committee (Mabo and I 
were Co-chairmen) and James Cook University Students' Union 
organised a conference, "Land Rights and the Future of Australian Race 
Relations". Koiki Mabo delivered an address, "Land Rights in the Torres 
Strait", which clearly spelled out his understanding of land ownership 
and land inheritance on Murray Island. With this understanding clearly 
established he repeated and elaborated upon his proposal for an 
autonomous region for the Torres Strait, within the Commonwealth but 
separate from Queensland, which would retain Torres Strait Islander 
customary law. Once again he referred to the Norfolk Island model. 
Barbara Hocking, then a Melbourne barrister, delivered a paper 
proposing that an Aboriginal group should consider a High Court 
challenge and detailed the international and Australian legal history 
which she believed would support such a claim. She also sketched in 
many of the major issues which would confront such a legal challenge. 
The Murray Islanders returned from a group discussion determined to 
take up the challenge. Eddie Koiki Mabo became the leading litigant. 17 

Mabo's ten-year involvement with the lawyers and advisers 
associated with this case led to a sophisticated understanding of its 
ramifications and of the legal process generally which impressed those 
who discussed it with him. He was certainly not overawed by what he 
was involved in and seemed always confident of success. Mabo had been 
regarded with hostility by members of the white Australian culture on a 
couple of occasions and had ridden out the opposition. This was 

17 E. Olbrei (ed.), Black Australians: The Prospects for Change, Townsville 1982, 
pp.143-148: Eddie Koiki Mabo, "Land Rights in the Torres Strait", pp.207-222: 
Barb_ara Hocking, "Is Might Right? An Argument for the Recognition of traditional 
Aboriginal Title to Land in the Australian Courts". See also pp.222-223: Greg 
Mcintyre, "Aboriginal Land Rights -A Definition at Common Law" and pp.247-248, 
Resolutions 20-24. 
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especially the case with regard to the creation of the Black Community 
School. 18 As a member of black organisations on the mainland he was 
sometimes a stormy petrel in conflict with some fellow members and 
supported by others. Again he seemed to take this in his stride. However, 
the issue closest to his heart and the one for which he made enormous 
sacrifices of time, foregone wage-earning capacity, a disrupted family 
life, and the expenses arising from the travel he undertook in association 
with his claim, was the one that gave him the most savage and public 
slap in the face. In his 1990 report to the High Court of Australia to 
determine the factual basis of the claims made by Mabo and the other 
two surviving Murray Island claimants - the Reverend David Passi and 
James Rice - Justice Moynihan of the Supreme Court of Queensland 
declared Mabo an unreliable witness whom he would not believe in any 
matter associated with Mabo's own self-interest unless there was other 
accompanying evidence. His claims to inherit land on Mer were denied 
totally. Jeremy Beckett's balanced response to Moynihan's charges 
rejects his major conclusions: that Mabo wasn't the adopted son of Benny 
and Maiga Mabo; that Mabo's own land claims were invalid; and his 
explanation of Meriam inheritance custom was self-seeking. Beckett 
pointed out that Mabo's claims were in keeping with Meriam custom.19 

I can add to Beckett's analysis. I met Koiki Mabo just after his 
biological father, Robert Sambo, had died in 1972. When I expressed my 
sympathy, he told me he was having difficulty understanding his own 
reaction because he did not think of Robert Sambo as his father. Benny 
Mabo was his father. I had already become interested in the process of 
Torres Strait Islander adoption and consequently the broad outlines of 
Mabo's response stayed in my mind. 

In 1994, Bonita Mabo gave me copies of two letters she had received 
in 1960 from Koiki Mabo's mother, Maiga Mabo. Both are addressed to 
Bonita Mabo as "Dearest Daughter in Law". In the first, which predates 

18 Morris, The Black Community School, pp.9-11. See Townsville Daily Bulletin, 14, 
17, 19, 21September1973; 6 April, 1974. · 

19 ~;~kett, "The Murray Island land case and the problem of cultural continuity", pp.19-



NOEL LOOS 15 

the birth ofKoiki and Bonita Mabo's first child, Edward Benjamin Mabo, 
Maiga Mabo "roused" on both for not writing to her and her husband, 
Benny. She continued: 

Now you go in the month of Sept. to hospital. I'm so glad to hear this 
from my head to foot because he [Koiki] is only son for us .. . If you 
finish from hospital you tell E.K. Mabo to bring that child and come to 
home. We wanted look our Grand Child and we want look you too Mrs 
Mabo.20 

In the second letter, Maiga Mabo rejoiced because "our Grandson was 
born. I'll read your letter for Dad". The letter is signed "Your Mum 
Mabo".21 The second letter concludes: "I am your Mam, _Arna [Mother] 
Mabo." Neither of these letters were made available to the Moynihan 
Inquiry. 

When Mabo's adoptive status was challenged in Queensland's 
Supreme Court in 1989, Mabo reflected on two of the allegations which 
he found offensive. In doing so he demonstrated the complexity of 
Torres Strait Islander adoption practices. His sister, Marinda Mareko, 
who was also adopted by Maiga and Benny Mabo, had informed the 
court that he had not contributed to the cost of Benny Mabo's tombstone 
on Murray Island. Mabo's response was that no one had informed him it 
was being erected so he was not able to. Moreover, he added, his sister 
had the use of his father's money. Clearly both were focusing on the 
expectation that he would contribute to Benny Mabo's tombstone 
because of his status as son. To Marinda, Koiki had always been her 
brother. At his Tombstone Unveiling in Townsville on 3 June 1995, 
Marinda had been accorded the honour of cutting the ribbons to allow 
entry to the grave site. 

20 Maiga Mabo to Bonita Mabo, present date [prior to September 1960], Box 2, File I, 
MS8822, National Library: "The Papers of Edward Koiki Mabo". I have made some 
minor editorial changes to the texts of both letters. It is customary for Torres Strait 
Islanders of these generations to address each other quite formally in English. 

21 Maiga Mabo, Murray Island, to Bonita Mabo, 23 November 1960, Box 2, File I, 
MS8822, National Library: "The Papers of Edward Koiki Mabo". 
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The allegation that he had never been happy to be Sambo brought a 
response that illustrated the gulf between the western concept of 
adoption and that of the Islanders: 

This is obviously not true at all. I am equally proud of both my 
biological parents and my adoptive parents as well who were 
responsible for and [were] designing my future which I am very proud 
about.22 

Having studied the Judge's determination and the minutes of evidence of 
the Inquiry, I can feel some sympathy for Justice Moynihan.23 He would 
have needed the wisdom of Solomon and the luxury of hindsight to bring 
down findings that were beyond dispute. He was requested by the High 
Court in 1986 to examine the factual basis of the case put by the three 
surviving litigants. His major conclusion was that native title, a code of 
law regarding land ownership and inheritance, had existed prior to 
European colonisation and was believed by the Islanders to exist still. It 
was up to the High Court to decide if native title persisted in Australian 
law after colonisation, that is, after the assertion of British sovereignty. 

Indeed the Queensland department administering Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander affairs had seemed to agree and confirm it by 
negotiating with the Islanders over the use of land, at times 
compensating them for the loss of their land when it was necessary to 
build a kindergarten or other public facility, or finding another site if the 
Meriam owner refused to part with his land. Land disputes were settled 
according to Islander custom with the Queensland administrator in the 

22 Koiki Mabo, Diary, 5 May 1989, Mabo Papers. I was introduced to Marinda Mareko 
in Townsville on 6 August 1995 at the National Library's launching of Guide to the 
Papers of Edward Koiki Mabo. She told me proudly, without any questioning or 
prompting from me, that she was Koiki's sister. It was a very brief infonnal 
conversation. 

23 Writ No.1594 of 1986, Supreme Court of Queensland, Justice Moynihan, Brisbane, 
between Eddie Mabo, David Passi, and James Rice, Plaintiffs and State of 
Queensland and Commonwealth of Australia, and Mabo v. Queensland and the 
Commonwealth, Supreme Court of Queensland, Moynihan J, 16 November 1990, 
Determ~nation Pursuant to Reference of 27 February, 1986 by the High Court of 
Australia to hear and determine all issues of fact raised by the pleadings, particulars 
and further particulars in High Court Action B 12 of 1982. 
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Torres Strait, Mr Paddy Killoran from 1947-1963, facilitating the 
exercise of Islander decision making and formally recording the 
decisions in the court records. 

Justice Moynihan had also to proceed to adjudicate on the particular 
claims of the three surviving litigants and because of the complexity of 
Islander custom with regard to inheritance, there were nineteen counter
claims by Meriam relatives to Mabo's thirty-six claims. Seventeen were 
wholly uncontested; six were wholly contested; and thirteen partly 
contested. Each person asserting ownership of parcels of land seemed 
genuinely to believe in his or her case and justified it, pointing out how 
the disputed land had passed from one ancestor to another, going back in 
some cases over a hundred years to justify a claim. Although genealogies 
were submitted, much of the evidence was based on oral testimony of 
how a parent, grandparent, or more remote ancestor had said the land 
was to be distributed. Such claims attempted to take account of direct 
biological or blood descent, the bewildering frequency of Islander 
adoption and fostering of closely related children (and the difference 
these two processes could make to inheritance), the legitimacy (or 
illegitimacy if not adopted) of the children, and the wishes of the 
landowner in bestowing his or her land. This could be done by having a 
written will registered with the Murray Island Council (Benny Mabo had 
died intestate) or by a "say", an oral expression of intention to some 
relative or relatives who would report it as each had understood the 
intentions of the landowner. And then, of course, boundaries continued 
to be a great source of dispute as they had been in Melanesian societies 
before European intrusion. All of these issues were raised in the Supreme 
Court of Queensland in the dispute over what was or was not land 
inherited by Koiki Mabo. Needless to say, land disputes are still 
occurring in the Torres Strait today. In such disputes, past and present, 
participants claim all of the land they believe they own, regardless of 
how unreasonable this may seem to the other Islanders in the dispute, 
whose claims will of course seem equally unreasonable to their 
opponents. Even on his death-bed Koiki Mabo asserted his claim to the 
lands that were under dispute in the Moynihan inquiry. I personally 
found the sincerity of my dying friend convincing and very moving. To 
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date his land claims have not been rejected by the Murray Island 
Council. Indeed he is buried at Las on land whose ownership was under 
challenge. Many of his claims, however, are not disputed at all. 

The High Court gave up the battle to determine which particular 
claimant owned which particular pieces of land. On 3 June 1992, it 
declared that, throughout Australia, native title had existed before 
European colonisation, "from time immemorial", and that is still existed 
unless it had been subsequently extinguished by the sovereign state, in 
this case Queensland, by land legislation that disposed of it freehold, or 
through leasehold title which was incompatible with the pre-existing 
native title. The High Court decided that, where "native- title" still 
existed, it was up to "the natives" to determine who owned the land, as 
indeed Justice Moynihan had recommended in his report. This the 
Meriam had been doing "from time immemorial". 

* * * * * 

Two-thirds of the Torres Strait Islander people live in mainland 
Australia, the single largest concentration being in Townsville. Mabo 
became one of the most prominent members of this community. At some 
time in the last years of his life he became again a practising Christian. 
This was obviously very important to him and no doubt was very 
satisfying to many members of the Torres Strait Islander community who 
have a very high rate of church affiliation, much higher than in white 
Australian culture. At the wedding of his daughter, Maleta, on 1 October 
1988, the formal speeches were given by pastors in the various Islander 
churches, each one a mini-Christian sermon, at least to these white 
Australian ears. At one stage I was sitting talking to Koiki when a group 
of Islanders began singing Islander hymns. Koiki rushed off to join in. I 
could not help reflecting back to the opening of the Iris Clay Aboriginal 
Hostel in Townsville in 1975. I had been standing alongside Koiki when 
Canon Boggo Pilot led the hymn singing. Koiki joined in but said in an 
aside to me that he didn't really believe in it; he joined in the singing 
because it was Islander custom - like Christmas for white Australians. 
Koiki had moved back into the heartland of Torres Strait Islander 
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culture. At the same time Torres Strait Islander culture was moving 
towards the political and legal positions he had espoused so many years 
before.24 

Koiki Mabo determined early in his life to master white Australian 
culture and to deepen his understanding of his own. As he bridged both 
cultures, he suffered deep hostility and hurt on a number of occasions but 
bounced back with his usual resilience and confidence, even after Justice 
Moynihan's damning personal condemnation of him. At Koiki Mabo's 
funeral, Bryan Keon-Cohen, the Melbourne lawyer who had worked on 
the Murray Island case throughout the whole time it was before the court, 
paid tribute to the man who had led him patiently to an understanding of 
Meriam law and culture. His deep respect for Koiki Mabo was not 
merely provoked by the funeral but was clearly evident on other 
occasions: 

I confine myself here to the Land Rights case. The most significant 
point to make is that without Eddie the case would probably never have 
begun. As Professor Loos has said, he was truly inspirational; the case 
began when Eddie gave a speech at a conference here in Townsville in 
1981. He spoke of Murray Island customs and traditions concerning 
land and urged that something should be done to have those customs 
recognised in Australian law. That speech triggered a very long legal 
saga that changed the lives of many people. Certainly it changed my life 
and that of my family and may yet bring even greater reforms and 
hopefully improvements for the lives of all Murray 
Islanders ... Throughout this last decade Eddie demonstrated to me many 
fine qualities which will be well-known to you all. But for me and the 
lawyers we particularly remember his friendliness and hospitality, his 
initiative and originality, his courage and quiet determination, his 

24 The Iris Clay Hostel was opened on 12 July 1975. I thought Koiki's return to the 
Christian faith was evident at Maleta Mabo's wedding on I October 1988. Bonita and 
Maleta think it occurred as late as 1990. I can remember Koiki inviting me to Torres 
Strait Islander church services which were open to all their denominations. In my 
mind, this seems earlier than 1990, and not long after the October 1988 wedding. In 
1980, when interviewed by Nonie Sharp, Koiki Mabo had remarked: "I don't place 
very much emphasis on hymns; it's not my thing." See Sharp, Springs of Originality 
among the Torres Strait Islanders, vol.II, p.137. 
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intelligence and astonishing knowledge and memory of his people, his 
island, its history, customs and traditions. Above all I remember his 
deep commitment to correcting historical wrongs, some very personal, 
and to achieving recognition of traditional land rights of his family and 
his people. He was in the best sense a fighter for equal rights, a rebel, a 
free-thinker, a restless spirit, a reformer who saw far into the future and 
far into the past. 25 

The Koiki Mabo I knew was all of these things and certainly saw "far 
into the future and far into the past". 

25 "A Tribute to Koiki Mabo", ABC Law Report, 3 March 1992. The funeral 
proceedings were recorded in full by Townsville Aboriginal and Islander Media 
Association. 



The Death of John Gilbert 

B.J. Dalton 

On the evening of28 June 1845 the members ofLeichhardt's Overland 
Expedition relaxed around a large campfire. They had eaten well; ten duck 
among eight men "gave us a fine dinner". 1 That afternoon they had found 
the first concrete evidence that at last the coast was near: broken shells of 
a marine mollusc near the camp. They were more than usually at ease, but 
the night was dark and cold, 2 their clothing threadbare after eight months 
in the bush. By 7pm they had started drifting off to bed; it would then have 
been dark a full hour. Five of the six white men divided themselves among 
three scattered tents. John Roper and James Calvert shared one, John 
Gilbert and John Murphy a second; the third was occupied by William 
Phillips. Leichhardt stretched upon the ground near the fire, alone or with 
Hany Brown, one of the two Aboriginal members, nearby; the other, 
Charley, - possibly both - settled down in the open near one of the tents.3 

Very soon - say at a quarter or twenty past seven - Aborigines attacked. 
Amidst great confusion three or four shots were fired,4 and the attackers 

4 

Unless, otherwise indicated, all quotations are from Leichhardt's manuscript Journal of 
an Overland Expedition ... held in the Mitchell Library, Sydney. 

The moon did not rise till 3am; southerly winds setting in on 26 June made the nights 
very cold. After the attack, when the explorers sat through the night with the fire 
extinguished, the wind "made shiver our very bones". Leichhardt, 27 & 28 June 1945. 

According to Roper, "the Doctor and our two black fellows slept around the fire ... ". This 
may well have been usual, but on this occasion, Charley was clearly very near Gilbert's 
tent as will transpire. There is no direct evidence where Brown was, but the two 
Aborigines were usually inseparable; Gilbert noted on 30 April that, having quarrelled, 
they "at night slept separately for the first time in the expedition". Leichhardt's words "I 
stretched myself as usually upon the ground at a little distance from the fire" imply that 
there was no-one near him. His account of Charley and Brown during the attack also 
suggests that they were together when it began. "Charley and Brown called for caps 
which I was busy to find and as soon as they got them the guns were discharged into the 
crowd of the natives ... ". 

Roper declares that Murphy and Brown both fired; Leichhardt implies that Charley did 
too; Phillips says "Four guns were discharged by us ... ". 
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disappeared. Two of the whites, Roper and Calvert, lay badly wounded; a 
third, Gilbert, was dead. 

This paper considers how the attack originated, what its purpose was, 
and how Gilbert died. The attack occupied two or three minutes in a journey 
extending through fifteen months, but it is not unimportant: the only 
instance of bloodshed in an expedition otherwise notably free from clashes 
with local inhabitants of the territory traversed. It is also true that focussing 
a spotlight upon the evidence concerning one event has been known to 
illuminate rather more than that event itself. 

2 

Direct evidence comprises four documents compiled by participants. In 
chronological order of completion they are: 

Gilbert's diary: written in the field, it terminates with an entry for 28 

6 

June; 
John Roper's letter describing the attack dated from Sydney, 12 May 

1846;5 

Leichhardt's manuscript Journal: compiled in Sydney, on the basis of 
a log kept in the field but no longer extant, it was completed 
in September 1846;6 

Written to John Gould, the ornithologist, Gilbert's patron and employer, it was read to 
the Zoological Society in London on 22 September 1846 and published in the Society's 
Proceedings for that month. 

The published Journal of an Overland Expedition ... (London, 184 7) was seen through 
the press by P.P. King, the naval explorer, whose numerous editorial amendments are 
clearly identifiable on the manuscript. In the entries for 27 and 28 June in particular 
major changes were introduced. Several passages were interpolated, some matter deleted 
and - as is common throughout the entire text - words substituted and the order of words 
and phrases changed. King can be absolved of any intent to falsify a document, yet that 
is the result both from an historical and a literary point of view. Two other extended 
narratives by Leichhardt furnish no additional matter for the subject of this paper: a 
Report apparently written at Port Essington, released to the press after Leichhardt 
rea~hed Sydney, and published with revisions at the end of April 1846 as a pamphlet 
entitled Journal of Dr Ludwig Leichhardt's Overland Expedition ... ; and a letter to his 
brother-in-law written on the ship which carried the expedition to Sydney, and dated 24 
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William Phillips' manuscript Journal: written no earlier than June 
184 ?7 and possibly some years later, it may be based in part 
upon a record kept in the field, but it is of limited value. 

23 

Gilbert's diary is the only one that cannot be coloured in any particular 
by knowledge of the attack; it is especially important for antecedents of the 
attack. Roper and Leichhardt are independent witnesses, each writing 
without having seen the other's account. Since each supplies some data 
omitted by the other, it is of some importance as evidence for the reliability 
of both that Roper's quite short letter contains at least 17 points of fact 
corroborated by Leichhardt. Not surprisingly, Leichhardt provides the more 
"scientific" account: what he observed, what he was told, and what he 
inferred are distinct; comment and speculation are austerely restrained. 
Roper, like most untrained observers, does not expressly distinguish his 
own experiences from the accounts of others or from his own surmise; but 
a careful reader usually can. The manuscripts of all but Roper's letter are in 
the Mitchell Library, Sydney.8 

Indirect evidence of great value can be drawn from diverse sources: 
- from two branches of anthropology, cultural and material;9 

- from study of the terrain, proverbially indispensable in military history; 
- from medicine. 10 

January 1846: Letters of Ludwig Leichhardt, ed. M. Aurousseau, Cambridge 1968, 
Vol.III, pp.839-43. 

7 The title refers to Leichhardt's "First (successful) Exploration", fixing the earliest 
possible date for its completion after Leichhardt's return from his second expedition, 
admitted a failure, in June 1847. 

They constitute ML A2586, ML MSS 683, C 155 and C 165. 

For anthropological information of the greatest value I am indebted to Dr John Taylor 
of the Department of Behavioural Sciences, James Cook University, the leading authority 
on the culture of the Mitchell River Aborigines. The opportunity to see, handle and 
photograph Mitchell River spears I owe to Professor Barrie Reynolds, Material Culture 
Unit, James Cook University. See also the film The Man Spear, Sydney, Australian 
Museum, 1970, AIAS L 102. 

10 Relevant sections of this paper were discussed with Dr Laura Ward, then Medical 
Officer, James Cook University, to my great benefit. 
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1 "b 11 Even astronomy has a morse to contr1 ute. 
If reference to military history seems odd, reflect that the subject of the 

paper is a clash between two armed parties, with fatality resulting on both 
sides, and a total casualty rate of 3 7 .5% on one. 

3 

Attempts to account for the attack of 28 June have commonly focussed 
upon an incident of the previous day. While the two Aboriginal members 
were out after game on 27 June, shots were heard, explained after their 
return to camp as necessary to scare off Aborigines intent on spearing the 
party's cattle. 12 In this paper I have only two points to make about this 
incident: 
1. The party's subsequent behaviour that day and the next demonstrates 

complete lack of belief in any continuing threat to the animals. All, 
white and black, settled down to sleep both nights without the slightest 
precaution against attack. Yet the loss of cattle would have meant a 
sentence of death for the party, dependent upon them as their food 
reserve and as pack animals. 

2. One point in Charley's report can be relied upon, as we shall see: that 
there were no women with Aborigines they encountered. 13 

Gilbert's diary leads us to look for an origin rather earlier. Entries every 
day from 24 June to 28 June make it clear that Leichhardt's party was being 
shadowed by Aborigines who kept out of sight but signalled their presence 
by lighting fires as they moved. Thus the explorers travelled those five days 
ringed by columns of smoke. On the 24th Gilbert noted: "the Natives appear 
to be moving on ahead of us but a very short distance, for every where as 
we proceeded we came upon fresh burning grass." On the 25th, 

11 The time of moonrise (fn.2 above), supplied by Mr V. Ford, Research Officer, Mt 
Stromlo Observatory. 

12 Gilbert, Leichhardt and Phillips all give an account of this incident. 
13 This point is noted only by Leichhardt. "The gins seemed to have decamped 

beforehand". 
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"everywhere around us were many columns of smoke rising above from 
natives burning the bush." On the 26th, "as yesterday Native fires were seen 
in every direction around us", and again on the 27th, "as yesterday Native 
fires all around us". The last entry in Gilbert's diary includes the words, 
ominous in retrospect: "Native fires in every direction and very near us, but 
none of the Natives seen. "14 Leichhardt notes this extraordinary 
phenomenon on the 27th and 28th. On 27 June, "we saw smoke of native's 
fires in every direction, but we did not meet with any natives," and on the 
28th "we saw smoke rising in every direction ... " It is natural to look for 
some event shortly before 24 June which might have aroused the animosity 
of Aborigines in the locality. It is readily found on 21 June. Indeed there are 
three encounters that day which may be categorised respectively as one 
certain, one possible, and one probable affront to Aboriginal custom. 

The first occurred when the explorers came across Aborigines diving for 
waterlily seed vessels in a lagoon. Immediately the whites were spotted, the 
Aborigines ran off leaving behind a large "harvest" of seeds, which 
Leichhardt appropriated, leaving "a large piece of Iron" in return. 15 Among 
Mitchell River Aborigines this would be a very grave offence even today. 16 

About the same time one of the party's Aborigines, at another lagoon, 
"had seen an old man and two gins, and the former had tried to frighten him 
by setting the grass on fire, but when he saw that Brown still approached, 
he had retired into the forest." 17 It is tempting to conclude that an 
undisclosed sequel may have been at least an attempted rape: except that, 
if it were, it is hard to see why Brown did not keep quiet altogether. A 
question mark must therefore stand over this incident. 

We are on firmer ground with the third. 

14 Emphasis added. These words take on heightened significance when put alongside 
Leichhardt's observation that the Aboriginal camp which was the scene of the 27 June 
incident "was scarcely 300 yards from ours." 

15 Leichhardt, Gilbert and Phillips all mentioned an encounter this day; the first two record 
the taking of lotus seeds. 

16 Waterlilies are regarded as having specific owners, whose express consent must be 
obtained before any seeds are gathered. 

17 Only Leichhardt mentions this incident, and the next one. 
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We heard some subdued cooees not very far from our camp which I thought 
might originate from natives returning late from their excursions whom our 
fires had attracted. I discharged a gun to make them aware of our presence 
and we did not hear anything more of them. 

Clearly Aborigines were coming to visit the camp after dark announcing 
their presence and, therefore, their peaceful intentions, in advance. All other 
visits throughout the journey were made in broad daylight, with great care 
on the visitors' part to ensure they were seen at a safe distance and their 
friendly attitude understood. On this unique occasion the purpose must have 
been very urgent. I consider that envoys were coming to raise the matter of 
the stolen lotus seeds, and that Leichhardt's blunt response mu~t have been 
an aggravation of the original offence. 

On the 22nd and 23rd, when Gilbert recorded nothing out of the 
ordinary, the Aborigines were presumably engaged in careful observation 
of the strangers and discussion of how they should be dealt with: always a 
puzzle at first contact.18 

Knowing that at least one serious offence had been committed on 21 
June and that the stalk ended in the attack of28 June in which Gilbert died, 
it would be natural to conclude that the shadowing party was sent on a 
killing raid: a band of men seeking a favourable opportunity of exacting 
retribution by killing one or perhaps all ofLeichhardt's men with hunting 
spears. These are formidable weapons, accurate and fatal at distances 
greater than 100 metres, 19 by no means completely outclassed by the 
explorers' guns. All but one were smooth-bore muzzleloaders with an 
effective range no greater than the spear, and a rate of fire decidedly 

18 And perhaps also in making the spears used in the attack, for which see below. Modern 
observation has shown that each requires 14 man-hours work. 

19 Dr John Taylor has witnessed spear-throwing contests between modem Aborigines at 
Mitchell ~ver Mission. At I 00 metres the best marksmen transfix the target _ a banana 
palm - with every spear. 



2. Ample Opportunities for Ambush 
(a) Open Grassland near the Fatal Waterhole, 28 June 1983 

(b) One of Multiple Channels of the Nassau River 



3. Heads of Mitchell River Spears 
Two varieties of the barbed man-spear alongside an unbarbed hunting spear. 
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inferior.20 A killing raid is secret and silent, typically an ambush; spears are 
thrown from cover with deadly aim by assailants unseen and unheard. 

Two doubts present themselves at once. There is no difficulty in 
accounting for the Aborigines keeping out of sight: that was in accordance 
with the pattern of a killing raid. The mysterious killing power of firearms, 
demonstrated on three separate occasions during these days, gave an added 
incentive.21 But why reveal their presence continuously through five days' 
shadowing by the ring of signal fires? 

Again, the countryside being traversed, though very flat, offered 
abundant opportunities for ambush, whether one, several or eight victims 
were intended. The explorers rode each day on average ninemiles (14.5km) 
through grassy plains, alternating with belts of open forest where visibility 
is well under 200 metres. Even on the plains, with grass often over a metre 
high at that season, an ambush of unsuspecting horsemen would not be 
impossible for Aborigines intimately familiar with the terrain; in the open 
forest it would be easy. Then there was "scrub" - dense vine forest along 
major watercourses - where visibility is often no more than four or five 
metres. At least one member of the party entered scrub most days: the 
whole party at least twice. One of these occasions, when the Nassau River's 
five or six parallel channels were crossed on 28 June, afforded a perfect 
opportunity for wiping out the lot. Every night as the men sat around the 
campfire, Aborigines could have crept within pointblank range and speared 
them all, unseen and unheard. 

There is a second purpose for which a raiding party of Mitchell River 
men might be despatched. The retribution it seeks to exact is not death but 
the corporal punishment known to whites as "thigh-stabbing", to Aborigines 

20 Such guns, firing ball ammunition, might kill a man 200 metres distant, but were wildly 
inaccurate at less than half that range. Firing shot, they would be harmless to a man 50 
metres away. Professional soldiers were drilled to fire three aimed shots a minute from 
muskets functionally identical. We can be certain that Leichhardt's men could not match 
that rate, and that spears could easily exceed it. 

21 Game was shot on three days, a total of four wallaby and over 50 ducks and pigeons. No 
clue to the limited effectiveness of these firearms, noted above, would have been 
apparent to observers seeing them in action for the first time. 
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as "marking" .22 A punishment raid is conducted openly, usually in daylight, 
with much noise; it is a public occasion with many onlookers. Where 
kinsfolk or neighbours are involved, there is scrupulous care not to exceed 
the appropriate number of wounds. That restraint does not operate when 
whites or strangers are involved, but always there is care to avoid fatal 
injuries. The target areas are the thighs and buttocks, where large muscles 
shield the great blood vessels. For this purpose a specific "man-spear" 
exists. The hunting spear, made to kill, consists of a heavy shaft of 
hardwood sharpened to a point; there is no separate head and no barb. The 
man-spear has a shaft of light wood with a socket into which a head of 
hardwood is glued and bound. There may be one, three or four prongs, each 
with its barb of kangaroo bone. 

With this alternative possibility in mind, let us look at details of the 28 
June attack. 

4 

It was launched immediately the party had settled down for the night. 
''Not one, I think, could have closed his eyelids" wrote Roper; Leichhardt 
was "in a state half asleep and half awake". 

Roper heard what sounded like sticks thrown on to his tent and went out 
to investigate. He and his tentmate Calvert were immediately set upon in 
the open. Roper's letter shows that he later assumed the noise to have been 
made by the first "volley of spears". This cannot be right; spears thrown 
with serious intent would rip through any tent like paper. Clearly the 
attackers tossed sticks on to the tent to bring the occupants into the open, 
curious but not alarmed and therefore unarmed. Immediately, "a terrific 
yell, that will ring in my ears for ever, was raised"23 and the two men were 
set upon with spears and waddies. They were helpless on the ground within 

22 From the conspicuous permanent scars remaining after the wounds have healed. 
23 Roper to Gould, 12 May 1846, as above. There is corroboration from Leichhardt, 

" ... suddenly aroused by an immense noise and by the calling for help of Calvert and 
Roper". Emphasis added. 
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arms length of the attackers; both suffered multiple wounds. Clearly they 
would have died ifthat had been the aim. 

Consider the wounds these two suffered. Roper had five or six spear 
wounds: two or three in the scalp, one through his cheek into an eye socket, 
one through his left ann and one in his loins; he had taken a heavy blow on 
the shoulder. Calvert had one spear through the left testicle into his groin, 
another "at his knee". Waddi blows had broken his nose and injured one 
elbow and hand. Excruciatingly painful, these were not dangerous wounds. 
Both men recovered before the expedition reached Port Essington in 
December. 

Consider next the weapons used. Leichhardt writes: "Several of these 
spears were barbed". In fact every spear specifically mentioned in the 
documents - by Leichhardt and by Phillips - was barbed. There is nothing 
to show that any unbarbed spear was used. Barbs, remember, are used by 
Mitchell River Aborigines solely on the man-spear employed exclusively 
for punishment. 

Note also that, although the attack was broken off when guns were 
brought into action, the assailants did not bolt in panic. They took with 
them a badly wounded comrade. They remained in close proximity until he 
died early the next morning, when their wailing was clearly heard. Only 
then did they depart, taking the corpse with them. 

5 

To tum to Gilbert's death: he was hit by a single spear as he came 
stooping from his tent24 to hand a gun and ammunition to the Aborigine 
Charley. The spear struck one of the most vulnerable spots in the human 
body: behind the collarbone where three great blood vessels lie close to the 
surface, exposed to a stab from above, the sub-clavian and carotid arteries 
and the jugular vein. A spear at exactly the right angle might possibly 

24 Leichhardt uses the phrase "stooping to get out of his tent" both in his Report and in his 
Journal. 
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penetrate to the heart, as Leichhardt thought for a time.25 More probably one 
or more of the great blood vessels were severed, resulting in almost 
immediate loss of consciousness followed rapidly by death through massive 
haemorrhaging into the chest cavity. Blood in the mouth, seen by 
Leichhardt before he found the small death wound, would come from the 
spear's piercing the lung, windpipe or throat. The spear almost certainly 
broke off in the wound as Gilbert fell to the ground.26 

Charley was within arms length; the spear must have passed within 
centimetres of him. Murphy, who shared Gilbert's tent, must also have been 
close: "at his side", according to Roper. The spear, launched at a cluster of 
two or three men, cannot possibly have been aimed at the tiny vulnerable 
spot it hit. Gilbert's death, we can be certain, was not intended. It was a case 
of accidental death. 

6 

The evidence is overwhelming that the attack on 28 June was a 
punishing raid launched in retaliation for one or more offences committed 
a week earlier. Against a party at least equal in number to the attackers27 

25 " ••• Mr Gilbert, a collector of birds, was killed by a spear that pierced his heart .. . ". 
Leichhardt to this brother-in-law, 24 January 1846, Letters of Ludwig Leichhardt, as 
above. 

26 Roper wrote: " ... pulling the spear out with his own hands, he immediately dropped upon 
the ground lifeless". This is mere surmise, based upon the facts that no spear was visible 
in the wound when Gilbert was examined, and that no-one else had pulled it out. 

27 None of the documents attempts an estimate of the attackers' numbers, but none suggests 
that the explorers thought themselves out-numbered. One passage in Leichhardt's 
Journal, indeed, rather implies the contrary; in justifying his decision to resume travel 
on I July over the protests of two badly-wounded men, he writes: "it was dangerous to 
remain longer at the place for fear that the natives might return in greater numbers and 
attack us or our cattle". Emphasis added. 
The Aborigines surprised on 21 June, from whom the raiding party was drawn, were 
described by Leichhardt as "some families of natives", by Gilbert as "two parties of 
natives" and by Phillips as "two small tribes". It would be reasonable to conclude that 
they comprised two of the primary food-gathering groups called by some anthropologists 
"bands". These are no bigger than ten or twelve men, women and children. From two 
such groups it would be difficult to muster even eight men for a raiding party. 
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and armed with weapons of awesome power, it called for great resolution 
and courage: greater by far than a killing raid. Planned with care, the attack 
was executed with speed and precision. Precautions were taken to limit the 
risk to life. The victims chosen for punishment were lured into the open and 
dealt with at close quarters. Spears thrown towards other members of the 
party - in Leichhardt's words, "some few to [Phillips'] tent and one or two 
towards the fire" - were, pretty obviously, intended simply to keep them at 
a distance. Withdrawal when the guns went off I see as part of the plan; 
certainly it was no panic-stricken flight. These precautions were not wholly 
successful. One man died on either side, but that was a risk knowingly 
incurred. By the time their own man had died, the attackers were certainly 
aware of Gilbert's death. The account was square: the mission 
accomplished. 

7 

Considered as an instance of first contact under exceptionally favourable 
conditions, the episode is illuminating and depressing. To the initial chance 
encounter of 21 June neither side brought hostile preconceptions. The 
knowledge of old wrongs suffered on the one side, the guilt and fear of 
treachery on the other, which poison encounters so often at later stages, 
were wholly absent. Leichhardt was perfectly innocent of any conscious 
breach of Aboriginal right or custom. Not conspicuous during this 
expedition for sympathy with Aborigines or interest in them, he was 
nevertheless prudent and humane in his dealings. There could hardly be a 
greater contrast with later explorers in Cape York and the Gulf country: the 
Jardines in the '70s, Christie Palmerston in the '80s and Logan Jack in the 
'90s, all ready to let fly with rifles at first sight. 

The Aborigines whose lotus seeds were taken did not consider that it 
might be the unthinking act of hungry men rather than deliberate theft. In 
this respect they were as much prisoners of their culture as graziers of a 
later generation whose cattle were speared by Aborigines excluded from 
traditional food supplies. (But at least the Aboriginal response was 
measured, unlike the indiscriminate slaughter of the nearest blacks which 
commonly followed the "outrage" of cattle-spearing.) That a fleeting 
encounter between parties so free from ill-will and hostile preconceptions 
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should culminate by a kind of inevitability in killing on both sides, is an 
indication how slight the chances were that European occupation of 
Australia could ever have been bloodless. 

8 

This final section considers what firearms were available to Leichhardt's 
party on 28 June 1845, and how many shots were fired. 

No list of weapons is given in any surviving document, but from all the 
evidence it is clear that the expedition set out with six long firearms: three 
single-barrelled and two double-barrelled smooth bores (shotguns in present 
day terms) and one rifle. Pistols are mentioned twice28 with no indication 
of number or type, but have no bearing on the events of28 June. 

Although the number of long firearms equalled that of Europeans in the 
party, it is clear that only four Europeans ever used them. There is no 
mention of Phil1ips or of Leichhardt ever shooting; of the latter, indeed, 
Gilbert wrote: "the Dr himself cannot handle a gun in fact he has no idea of 
shooting, and being rather near-sighted never feels any interest in trying".29 

By early March 1845, two guns were unserviceable. On the 5th, 
Leichhardt noted that Charley, in a fall with his horse, "broke a double
barrelled gun which was a very serious loss to us, as he had been 
unfortunate enough to break another single-barrelled one beforehand". This 
is corroborated by Gilbert two weeks later: "two guns of the original stock 
have unfortunately been broken so badly they are rendered useless" .30 No 
further damage occurring before 28 June, the party had four serviceable 
long arms on that date: one double-barrelled and two single-barrelled guns, 
and one rifle. 

28 By Gilbert on 7 December 1844, and by Leichhardt on 4 August 1845. 
29 On 25 March 1845. He adds, a trifle acidly, "like an persons who do not know the use 

of a gun he has always been dissatisfied with our efforts". 
30 Ibid. He says so to account for Roper's having to give up his gun in order to provide 

Charley with one. 
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The double-barrelled gun belonged to Gilbert;31 it was serviceable on 6 
May32 (though it had been damaged as far back as 11 October 1844.33) No 
other damage occurred to a gun until a month after the attack, when 
"Brown's horse stumbled and threw him, and unfortunately broke the stocks 
of the double barrelled fowling piece, and bent the barrels".34 The three 
remaining firearms seem to have been intact when the expedition reached 
Port Essington on 17 December. 

In a partial list of the party's initial equipment, Leichhardt includes 
"about 30 pounds of powder, and 8 bags of shot of different sizes, chiefly 
ofNo.4 and No.6". He refers to a third size, presumably very fine, as "dust 
shot" on 3 July 1845; the "small shot" used by Gilbert against plover on 14 
February may have been yet a fourth. There was also ball ammunition, 
capable of being fired from the smooth bores as well as the rifle.35 Some or 
all may have been in the form of "ball cartridges", a term used by Gilbert 
on 18 October 1844 and again on 7 December.36 

Ball ammunition was clearly reserved in the main for defence against 
Aboriginal attack. On all three occasions when Gilbert records being 
prepared with ball ammunition, it was as a precaution against possible 
attack.37 As late as 21 November 1845, when all the shot had been 
expended, Leichhardt was still keeping the remaining ball ammunition "for 
the most urging necessity". In the entire journey, indeed, there are only two 

31 " •• .I had loaded both barrels of my gun with ball cartridge ... " 7 December 1844. 
32 " •• .I loaded my gun with Ball..." 
33 Then Gilbert wrote that it was "broken in several places". 
34 Leichhardt, 30 July 1845. 
35 What Leichhardt once calls "rifle-balls" (25 November 1845) are almost certainly the 

same as the balls with which Gilbert loaded his doublebarrelled smooth bore on 7 
December 1844 and 6 May 1845. 

36 A ball cartridge incorporated the lead ball with a measured charge of powder in a sealed 
cylinder of cartridge paper. Powder, ball, and the paper folded into a wad were inserted 
into the muzzle in turn and forced home with the ramrod. 

37 On 13 October and 17 December 1844, and again on 6 May 1845. 



4. The Lock of an 1843 Muzzleloader 

(a) Half-cock for capping 

(b) Full-cock for firing 

( c) After firing 

The nipple is uncapped 
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occasions when ball ammunition is recorded in use against game: at an 
early date against an emu, and against a buffalo very near the end.38 

Although the only reference to "caps" is in Leichhardt's account of the 
attack on 28 June 1845, there can be no doubt that all the firearms were 
muzzleloaders using percussion caps. These are39 small copper cylinders 
sealed at one end and containing a charge of fulminate of mercury. They fit 
on to a nipple much like a grease nipple, through which a spark travels to 
ignite the powder in the barrel when pressure on the trigger releases a 
spring-loaded hammer on to the base of the cap. A fresh cap is needed for 
each shot. 

As loading takes about half a minute, it was usual to reload immediately 
after firing. Capping, however, was commonly left until the chance of a shot 
presented itself; it took only an instant, and a capped gun was liable to 
accidental discharge. It is likely that the three smooth bores came back to 
camp on the afternoon of the 28th loaded but uncapped.40 Muzzleloaders 
could be unloaded using a corkscrew attachment to the ramrod, but it was 
a tedious process; it was simpler to fire the weapon into the air.41 The need 
to conserve ammunition would have discouraged this practice in 
Leichhardt's party. It is very likely that the three guns were left overnight 
loaded but uncapped:42 loaded, moreover, with shot since ball ammunition 
was loaded only in anticipation of Aboriginal attack, as already seen. As no 
danger was foreseen on the 28th, the rifle was probably not loaded. 

Charley received from Gilbert's hand the only serviceable double
barrelled gun, but had to come to Leichhardt at the campfire for caps. 
Brown came for the same purpose, apparently carrying one of the single-

38 Gilbert, 7 November 1844; Leichhardt, 11 December 1845. 
39 They are still manufactured today on account of a revived interest in shooting 

muzzleloaders. 

40 At least two men had fired during the afternoon: Brown several shots in bagging the 10 
duck of two species eaten that evening (Leichhardt, 28 June 1845) Gilbert at least two 
in obtaining two different bird specimens (Roper to Gould, as abo~e ). 

41 It may be questio_ned ~h~ther any other method of unloading was often used in practice 
unless condensation w1thm the barrel had dampened the powder, preventing firing. This 
happened once to the party, during "constant mizzling rain". Gilbert, 8 March 1845. 

42 Uncapping a loaded firearm was simple, and quite safe with the hammer at half-cock. 
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barrelled guns. Murphy had the other single-barrelled gun, and may have 
had a cap since he was the first to fire. Once given caps, the two Aborigines 
between them had three shots ready. 

It is not difficult, therefore, to reconcile Leichhardt's clear implication 
that Charley and Brown both fired as well as Murphy, with Phillips' 
assertion that "four guns" (read "barrels") "were discharged by us". 



Industrial Conflict at Mount Coolon, 1935 

Doug Bunt 

The former gold-mining town of Mount Coolon is today remembered 
chiefly in North Queensland folklore as the scene of a personal tragedy 
which took place in 1918. More substantially, ifless dramatically, in the 
1930s the goldfield was a profitable concern for its parent company, Gold 
Mines of Australia, which in turn was the catalyst for the early growth of 
the mining giant, Western Mining Corporation. From an industrial relations 
perspective, the history of Mount Coolon is also significant. In _1935, a six
month strike starkly revealed many of the difficulties and tensions 
associated with isolated mining operations in semi-arid Australia. The 
dispute, which involved only some one hundred employees, also throws a 
glimmer of light on management tactics; relations between the Australian 
Workers' Union (A WU) and employers; collaboration among mining 
companies; and the alignment of ideological forces in the Queensland 
labour movement in the 1930s: 

Mount Coolon lies about 130 kilometres south-west of Collinsville and 
200 kilometres north from Clermont. Discovered in 1913 by Luke 
Reynolds, a jackeroo from Y acamunda station, the single gold lode was first 
pegged by Thomas Coolon in the following year. Other claims were soon 
taken up; one of the more active prospectors was James Barclay who 
introduced the first battery to the field and, in 1917, consolidated claims to 
form the Native Bear lease, the lode's most valuable section. In November 
1918, the ramshackle township of Mount Coolon made Australia-wide 
newspaper headlines, not because of a fabulous gold strike, but because of 
a calculated shooting incident costing the lives of five men. Thomas Coolon 
had lost his claim after an application for forfeiture by a man named 
Thompson was upheld by the warden's court. Seething at the perceived 
injustice of Thompson's action, and the court's subsequent dismissal of an 
appeal, Coolon armed himself, shot Thompson and one of his workers and 
later two other hands at the Sydney battery before turning the gun on 

• The author gratefully acknowledges the assistance of Professor K. H. Kennedy in the 
preparation of this paper. 
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himself. That he made a will that same morning, and arranged for Barclay 
to provide for his wife before taking his own life, conferred on the murders 
an aura of tragedy in which newspaper feature writers revelled for over fifty 
years. 1 

After the small community recovered from the shock and excitement of 
Coolon's escapade, Barclay restarted work on the Native Bear and, in 1919, 
won gold worth £6,691. Two years later, a new company, Mount Coolon 
Gold Mining Company No Liability took over the Coolon lease and erected 
a battery and mill. Production increased as did the value of gold won. In 
1924, the state government provided a custom crushing plant, but the field 
entered a depression soon afterwards on account of severe drought, high 
production costs and diminishing yields. As the deepest shaft was down 
only some thirty metres, however, there was a strong conviction locally that 
with adequate capital and systematic development by company activity, 
Mount Coolon would still prove to be a rich field. 

A revival of fortunes came in 1930. Largely on the initiative of W.S. 
Robinson, "who anticipated the devaluation of the Australian currency and 
the consequent scope for expansion of the gold industry", Gold Mines of 
Australia Limited [GMA] was registered in Melbourne in April 1930.2 The 
company acquired options over the Mount Coolon and Native Bear leases 
and began a program of vigorous exploration. By August 1931 the options 
were exercised, and two months later Mount Coolon Gold Mines No 
Liability was floated.3 Money seemed no object: by early November 1932, 
production reached full capacity. The shaft was down 100 metres, two new 
levels had been driven, a treatment plant, power house, store, offices and 
workers accommodation and a concrete dam had been erected. To 
December 1934, total gold yield from Mount Coolon was nearly 79,000 

1 Mount Coolon file, Delamothe Collection, James Cook University Library. 

2 G. Lindesay Clark, Built on Gold: Recollections of Western Mining, Melbourne 1983, 
pp.2-4; see also W.S. Robinson, If! Remember Rightly, Melbourne 1967, pp.151-2. 

3 Nominal authorised capital was £400 000 in 800 000 shares, of which Gold Mines of 
Australia retained 130 000. Sir Colin Fraser (chairman of GMA) was chairman of 
directors; the board included Alex Stewart, G.H. Robinson, Hal Sheppard and A.G. 
Campbell. GMA acted as general managers and consultants. 
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ounces, worth more than £300,000. There were anxieties, however, that the 
mines were rapidly approaching exhaustion.4 

Mount Coolon had experienced some minor industrial trouble before 
1935. Indeed, construction work was delayed for five weeks in 1932 by a 
dispute over the safe manning of an excavating machine.5 In May 1933 the 
Australian Workers' Union and the company concluded an agreement, duly 
registered by the state industrial court, prescribing wages and conditions at 
Mount Coolon. With the exception of electricians, fitters, and ticketed 
engine drivers, preference of employment was given to the A WU, 
establishing a union "closed shop" consistent with industrial awards and 
agreements for northern mining fields generally.6 Brisbane union officials 
expressed considerable satisfaction with the agreement, subsequently 
hailing it as "the best award in Australia"; while in his report for 1933 the 
under-secretary for mines noted that "amicable relations were firmly 
established between the company and its employees" .7 Yet the 105 workers 
at Mount Coolon were scarcely enthusiastic: they at first voted to reject the 
agreement (for reasons not recorded), accepting it only when assurances 
were given them by the A WU's Townsville-based northern district 
secretary, W. B. Hay, who visited the field in June 1933. Nevertheless, 

4 

6 

C.C. Morton, "Mount Coolon Goldfield" (Geological Survey Reports), Queensland 
Government Mining Journal, 15 June 1935, p.197. 

Bowen Independent, 11 June 1932, 14 June 1932; Queensland Department of Mines, 
Annual Report for 1932, Brisbane 1933, p.34; Industrial Australian and Mining 
Standard, 15 October 1933, p.309. 

Queensland Industrial Gazette, 24 June 1933, pp.157-160. Electricians were organised 
by the Electrical.Trades Union [ETU]; fitters by the Amalgamated Engineering Union 
[AEU]; and engme-men by the Federated Engine-Drivers and Firemen's Association 
[FEDF A]. Unde~. Queensland industrial law, agreements covering wages and 
emplo:>'"1~nt cond1t1on~ could be made between a union and an employer or employers' 
organ1sat10n; once registered by the industrial court, an agreement had the legal effect 
of an award. 

Queensland Department of Mines, Annual Report for 1933, Brisbane 1934, p.37. 
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except for a four-day stoppage in June 1934, work proceeded without 
interruption until April 1935.8 

Comparisons between the Mount Coolon agreement and other mining 
awards lent some supportto the A WU's claim of superior conditions. While 
working hours were the standard forty-four a week, wage rates were slightly 
higher than on the Mount Morgan goldfield and at Mount Isa. To many 
employees, however, the marginally higher wages were off-set by harsh 
living conditions at Mount Coolon. The district is dry, dusty and usually 
hot. Amenities in the township were few: an hotel, butcher shop, post office 
with the only telephone on the field, and a recreation hall used as a general 
meeting place and as an occasional cinema theatre. The "comfortable and 
roomy" single men's quarters were in reality small, one-room fibro-and-iron 
huts ventilated by a solitary rear window.9 A chronic water shortage 
compounded the inhospitable environment. 

These oppressive conditions were exacerbated in the summer of 1934-
35 by a severe drought. The failure of the usual seasonal rains produced a 
parched, desolate landscape, dotted by dying and dead cattle. By early 1935, 
fresh milk was unobtainable in the town; fresh vegetables were trucked in 
from Bowen, 220 kilometres away. At the end of March 1935 the acting 
superintendent of Mount Coolon Gold Mines, Ian Morley, recorded that the 
temperature in the shade had reached over 38°Celsius (I00°F) daily since 
October 1934, climbing over 40°Celsius (104°F) every day since 20 
December. The shortage of water for milling operations was now critical; 
dust in the winzes and levels was a serious problem. In fact, plans were well 

8 The Advocate (official organ of the Queensland branch of the Australian Railway 
Union), 15 July 1935; Bowen Independent, 13 June 1934, 15 June 1934. 

9 Industrial Australian and Mining Standard, 15 October 1933, p.309. Lindesay Clark, 
Built on Gold, facing p.116, has a photograph of this company-provided accommodation. 
Mount Coolon's workforce was universally male and mainly single (including married 
men whose families resided elsewhere). A number of women and children, however, did 
live with their husbands and fathers at Mount Coolon. Worker, 18 June 1935. 
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advanced for closing-down the mine and laying-off nearly all employees 
from mid-May until possibly mid-November.10 

It was in these circumstances that the truckers who loaded and hauled 
ore from the mine to the mill under a contract, or piece-work, system of 
payment became disgruntled with their earnings. In March mechanical 
holdups reduced the capacity of the mill; as a result the truckers handled 
less ore and their pay fell accordingly by an average of three shillings a day 
- from 22s. 6d. to 19s. 6d. - in the fortnight before 2 April 1935. Possibly 
aware of the prospective shut-down of the mine, and perhaps believing they 
had little to lose, on 4 April the truckers adopted "go-slow" tactics. These 
continued until the afternoon of Wednesday 10 April when in Morley's 
absence at Charters Towers, the men discussed their grievances with C.O. 
Turner, the mine accountant. Turner asked them for an assurance that the 
"go-slow" would stop; the truckers countered with a demand for higher 
contract rates. Turner replied that this would not be considered until the 
men were "working to capacity". The truckers walked off the job. At 8.00 
p.m. they met at the shaft with the miners, who asked Turner to guarantee 
the truckers 22s. per shift. When this was refused all underground 
employees joined the truckers on strike. 11 

The following morning Morley returned to Mount Coolon by 'plane. In 
the meantime a mass meeting of workers had fonned a disputes committee 
and refined their demands, which now comprised: a guarantee of 22s. per 
shift for contract truckers; alternatively the work should be done on wages 
without a set tally or "driving" (constant supervision) by foremen; if a 
settlement were reached the men should not be victimised in securing their 
jobs. Detennined not to negotiate until work resumed, Morley rejected the 
first two requests, and with regard to the third, said "that as the men had 
pulled out and drawn their pay they were no longer employees"; however, 
they would probably be re-engaged on application to the foreman. Faced 

10 I.W. Morley to the Directors, Mount Coolon Gold Mines NL 27 March 1935 Broken 
Hil~ As~ociated Smelters Pty Ltd - Sir Colin Fraser pap~rs [BHAS], fil~ 1/190, 
Umvers1ty of Melbourne Archives. 

11 J.M. Bridge, Memorandum to the Chairman, Mount Coolon Gold Mines NL 11 April 
1935, ibid. , 
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with this response the men refused to return to work. That afternoon the 
mill hands also walked out. 12 

In the days that followed the company stood firm, preparing in fact for 
a mine shut-down earlier than had been anticipated. Machinery, tools and 
cages were removed from the mine and routine maintenance performed. On 
Friday 13 April, woodcutters and carters joined their fellow A WU members 
on strike. FEDF A and AEU men, however, stayed on the job, allowing the 
continued operation of the diamond drill in underground exploratorywork. 13 

On 16 April the power plant closed down, cutting off all electricity in 
Mount Coolon. Many workers prepared to leave town, presaging an exodus 
which by mid-June left only some forty strikers (and, in some cases, their 
families) on the field. 14 

The Mount Coolon strike thus acquired all the hallmarks of a bitter and 
drawn-out industrial struggle, pitting rank-and-file unionists against not 
only the mine management but also other workers and especially their own 
union, the A WU, led by its state secretary, Clarrie Fallon. 15 The dispute was 
initiated by local action without reference to the union organisation, even 
at district level. When Hay telegraphed from Townsville for information on 
the very first day of the strike, he was ignored by the local workers. His 
accompanying advice to the men to resume work and submit their 
grievances to arbitration in accordance with A WU policy was rejected. The 
disputes committee, led by left-wing activists Fillipo Bossone, 16 Robert 

12 Bridge to Fraser, 12 April 1935, ibid.; Townsville Daily Bulletin, 13 April 1935; 
Inspector Henderson, Townsville, to Commissioner of Police, Brisbane, 12 April 1935, 
item 4553/1935, Home Secretary A/3759, Queensland State Archives. 

13 Bridge to Fraser, 15 April 1935, BHAS 1/190. 

14 Townsvil/e Daily Bulletin, 17 April 1935; Worker, 18 June 1935. 

15 Fallon was well on the way to becoming the eminence grise of the Labor Party in 
Queensland. He was state secretary of the A WU from 1933 until his death in 1950, and 
federal general secretary from 1940-1943; president of the state ALP from 1938-1950 
and of the federal ALP from 1939. 

16 Bossone had been gaoled in 1930 for delivering an inflammatory speech in the Brisbane 
Domain. In the late 1930s he became prominent in communist activities in the Ingham 
district. See D. Menghetti, The Red North: the Popular Front in North Queensland, 
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Brebner and Frank Kelly, declared that the strike could only be resolved by 
negotiations between themselves and management. Hay's arrival at Mount 
Coolon the following week did not change this stance. Indeed, his 
consultations with Morley - clearly normal in the circumstances - only 
served to confirm the militant conviction that the A WU was a "bosses' 
union". 17 Consequently, when the Bowen industrial magistrate visited 
Mount Coolon on 23 April, he could do little except record that a strike 
existed, enabling state government officials to issue the standard 
instructions: that no unemployment relief was to be paid to the strikers.18 

It was not until 6 June 1935 that the industrial court intervened in the 
dispute, convening a compulsory conference in Brisbane attended by Fallon 
for the A WU and Morley and Turner for the Mount Coolon Gold Mines. 
The claims submitted by Fallon were identical to those stated by the 
disputes committee with two additions: that compensation be given to the 
"locked-out" truckers for lost wages; and that bracemen 19 have an offsider. 
After considerable discussion the company made an offer the next day: 

The company is prepared to engage truckers on a day wages basis. 
There have been and will be no set tallies for truckers on wages and no 
"driving". 
1. The company is prepared to give a new contract at the trucking contract 

prices operating at the time of the dispute. 

Townsville 1981, p.88; G. Cresciani, "The Proletarian Migrants: Fascism and Italian 
Anarchists in Australia", Australian Quarterly, vol. 51, no. 1, March 1979, p.13. 

17 The Red Leader (official journal of the Militant Minority Movement), 8 May 1935; 
Worker, 18 June 1935. 

18 Worker, 18 June 1935; The Red Leader, 26 June 1935; Trade Union Leader, November 
1935'. p.83 .. Under ~e Queensland Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act of 1932, 
all _stipendiary magistrates held office as industrial magistrates. Dealing mainly with 
claims for recovery of wages and breaches of awards, they were also authorised to 
conduct compulsory conferences on industrial disputes outside Brisbane. 

19 B~acemen received the ore skip (or cage) at a "brace" approximately half-way up the 
m1~~shaft headframe'. from where it was tipped or trucked on rails to the ground or to 
waitmg transport. W~ile usual practice was for only one braceman to be employed, the 
work was often hectic, and there was a risk of falling. 
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2. There will be no victimisation. On making application not later than 
Saturday, June 22, 1935, all men who were employed at the date of the 
dispute will be re-employed as soon as possible.20 

The claim for compensation was rejected on the grounds that, as 
certified by the industrial magistrate, an unauthorised strike (not a lock-out) 
existed. In reply to the request for an offsider for the bracemen, the 
company stated that if such was found necessary they would comply. Fallon 
thereupon telegraphed the results of the conference to the men at Mount 
Coolon. As Brebner, secretary of the disputes committee conceded, the 
company's offer appeared, on paper, to satisfy all the strikers' original 
demands. However, the company's good faith on the "no driving issue was 
questioned; the decision to leave contract prices unaltered was condemned; 
and the rider, "as soon as possible", to the "no victimisation" clause was 
considered inadequate. Moreover, the strikers re-affirmed their contention 
that a settlement could only be made between the company and the rank
and-file. The offer was rejected, earning the disputes committee a stinging 
rebuke from Fallon for playing a "despicable and low-down game".21 

Disagreement between state officials of the A WU and the Mount Coolon 
workers reflected the internal conflict affecting that union and indeed the 
labour movement generally in the 1930s. Sections of the A WU 
membership, especially northern sugar workers and mine employees, 
became increasingly dismayed by the A WU's industrial restraint, political 
conservatism and bureaucratic control. Many rank-and-file unionists turned 
to either the Communist Party of Australia, whose influence was growing 
in North Queensland, or to the CPA's depression-bred industrial front, the 
Militant Minority Movement (MMM), for guidance. There were at least 
some members of the MMM at Mount Coolon as early as 1932.22 

Communists, censuring the A WU as an active hindrance to the interests of 
the working class, were by no means alone in regarding the union as 

20 The conference was reported by Fallon in a lengthy article in the Worker, 18 June 1935. 

21 /bid.; The Advocate, 15 July 1935. 

22 The Red Leader, 10 August 1932. 
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subservient to the Queensland Labor government and over-reliant on 
industrial arbitration. For their part, the officials of the A WU were hostile 
to the implications of revolutionary rhetoric and concerned about 
communist influence on the membership. With regard to mine workers, this 
concern came to a head in 1935 when the CPA promoted a campaign on 
behalf of the New South Wales Miners' Federation for a single mining 
union in Australia.23 Disputes at Mount Isa in 1933 and at Collinsville in 
1934 had already indicated some rank-and-file dissatisfaction with the 
Queensland A WU; the union vigorously resisted the militant challenge.24 

Such was the wider conflict into which Mount Coolon workers and 
management were drawn. To both the A WU and its opponents the real issue 
at stake was control over the mine workers: an essentially political battle 
which augured ill for early settlement of the strike. When a major strike 
erupted in the northern sugar districts in August - September 1935, both 
sides regarded the relatively minor dispute at Mount Coolon as merely part 
of that crucial struggle: the same heroes and villains were involved.25 In the 
meantime, through its organ, the Worker, the union blamed "the intrusion 
of sinister outside influences" for the disruption, claiming it demonstrated 
the "mean, sordid tactics" of the CPA's Sydney-based conspiracy against the 
Queensland branch of the A WU - "the strongest supporter of the [Labor] 

23 Ibid., 26 June 1935. The Miner's Federation was the common name for the Australian 
Coal and Shale Employees' Federation. In 1919 this union joined the Workers' Industrial 
Union of Australia [WIUA], of which the only other branch was the Broken Hill miners' 
union - actually titled the WillA. With the exception of Broken Hill, most metalliferous 
miners in New South Wales, as in Queensland, belonged to the AWU. In 1934 the 
leadership of the Miners' Federation was taken over by MMM activists, who hoped to 
use the WIUA as the base for a single union in the mining industry. See R. Golian, 
Revolutionaries and Reformists: Communism and the Australian Labour Movement 
1920-1955, Canberra 1975, pp.9, 30-31, 71; K.F. Walker, Australian Industrial 
Relations Systems, Cambridge Mass. 1970, pp.209-236. 

24 Worl<Ers' Weekly, 1December1933; The Red Leader, 17 January 1934, 7 March 1934; 
Work£r, 8 February 1933, 22 November 1933. 

25 D. Menghetti, "The Weil's Disease Strike, 1935", in DJ. Murphy (ed.), The Big Strik£s: 
Queensland 1889-1965, St Lucia 1983, pp.202-216. 
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Party in this State".26 Utilising the columns of The Red Leader, The 
Advocate, Workers' Weekly, and the Trade Union Leader, the Mount 
Coolon strike committee responded with attacks on the "treachery" of the 
officials, especially "Fox" Fallon, and the "triple alliance" of company, 
union and government. 27 As Morley recalled, his telephone conversations 
with Clarence Byrne, of the mining consultancy which acted as Brisbane 
agents of GMA, also inflamed the strike in an unexpected manner: 

I used to 'phone Clarrie [Byrne] from the public 'phone, which was very 
public - and then it was alleged by the strikers that I was 'phoning Clarrie 
Fallon!. ... this caused further complications.28 

After the failure of the compulsory conference in June, the company 
directors became increasingly concerned about the situation at Mount 
Coolon. When no-one had returned to work at the mine by 22 June, a 
special board meeting, attended by the managing director of GMA, 
Lindesay Clark, and the general secretary and deputy secretary of the 
Australian Mines and Metals Association was held in Melbourne on 27 June 
1935. There it was decided to shut down the mine; and to issue a press 
release stating that "the unsatisfactory industrial situation and the shortage 
of water" forced the company to suspend operations, "in all probability" for 
some months, until adequate rain fell. The meeting also agreed to convene 
a conference with the other major Queensland mining companies - Mount 
Morgan, Mount Isa and Golden Plateau29 - to devise a common policy "in 
relation to the endeavours which are being made by the WIU of Australia 
to transfer industrial control of the mining camps in Queensland from the 
AWU to the Miners' Federation". It was hoped that such a conference 

26 Worker, 18 June 1935, 16 July 1935, 27 August 1935. 

21 Workers' Weekly, IO May 1935; The Red Leader, 8 May 1935; Trade Union Leader, 
September 1935, p. 46; The Advocate, 15 July 1935. 

28 l.W. Morley, taped interview conducted by Dr Peter Bell, Brisbane, 25 April 1983, Tape 
3 [hereafter Morley Memoirs]. 

29 Golden Plateau NL mined gold at Cracow in Central Queensland from 1931to1976. 
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would be attended by both the A WU and the state Minister for Labour and 
Industry. 30 

After a preliminary meeting of the companies' representatives, the 
conference of the mining companies and the A WU was held in Brisbane on 
26 July. The Queensland government, perhaps believing that it might be 
accused of siding with the employers - at any rate not wishing to become 
overtly involved in the dispute - was not represented.31 The conference, 
which went unnoticed by the press, achieved a high degree of consensus for 
a meeting between employers and a union whose members were on strike. 
It was agreed that the stoppage was completely unjustified, though the 
A WU pointed to the "unique circumstances" of the water shortage, which 
caused many "reliable" men to leave the field in the belief that by the time 
the strike was over little or no work would be available. While the 
companies saw the Mount Coolon dispute as "the start of job control tactics 
in the metal mining industry", the union linked it with cane field 
disturbances by labelling it the work of communists. The companies also 
agreed to support the A WU, and not to deal with unofficial committees. The 
only minor note of discord arose with the companies' suggestion that the 
A WU executive "had not done enough to keep in touch with and control its 
members. "32 

30 Mount Coolon Gold Mines No Liability, Board Minutes, 27 June 1935, Western Mining 
Corporation records, file 2/23/1, University of Melbourne Archives. The board further 
instructed Morley to serve notice to non-employees to vacate the company's house at 
Mount Coolon; this decision, however was later rescinded: ibid., I 0 July 1935. 

31 Mount Coolon was represented by Turner, Byrne, and J.M. Bridge of Gold Mines of 
Australia; the A WU by Fallon and branch president J.C. Lamont; other representatives 
were Messrs Meagher (Australian Mines and Metals Association), Moffitt (Mount Isa), 
Boyd and Fitzgerald (Mount Morgan), and Miller and Fitzgerald (Golden Plateau). J.M. 
Bridge, memorandum to G. Lindesay Clark re "Conference at Brisbane on Industrial 
Matters, 25 and 26 July 1935", n.d., BHAS 1/190.The relationship between the AWU 
and the state government made it highly likely that the latter was kept fully infonned 
about the dispute, including this conference. 

32 Ibid. "Job control", a term originating in syndicalist ideology, could range in meaning 
~om the enforc~ent of closed shop arrangements to complete worker management of 
industry. In the circumstances of the Mount Coolon dispute it meant increased employee 
control of the pace and method of work, less supervision and, more generally, direct 
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Both sides, however, considered it an inopportune time to call off the 
strike: a full-scale resumption of operations was not possible; partial 
resumption on ore-breaking would not absorb even the men remaining on 
the field. "The position would be misrepresented", the meeting concurred, 
"as vindictive action on the part of the Company and an instance of 
victimisation of the men not engaged". Perhaps the most significant 
decision of the conference came when the four companies and the A WU 
agreed to finance equally a publicity campaign to the tune of £2000 to 
combat communist propaganda, with the aim of informing the public of 
"the efforts being made to undermine the arbitration court and the A WU, 
and to institute job control methods".33 Had this decision alone been 
reported, it clearly would have been seen by the strikers and their supporters 
as further evidence of collusion between the Mount Coolon company and 
theAWU. 

Given the attitudes of the company and the A WU as revealed in the 
conference it is not surprising that the dispute remained unresolved in the 
following weeks. At Mount Coolon the strikers expressed their 
determination to stay out, organising shooting parties to hunt game, setting 
up a soup kitchen, and continuing to seek financial assistance from other 
unionists. Donations reportedly totalled over £1200, with most coming from 
North Queensland workers and a substantial amount from Sydney, 
reflecting the publicity given the strike by the left-wing press. 34 Indeed, the 
prominent coverage by those journals probably hardened the resolve of the 
A WU and the company to resist the local workers, in the belief that wider 
issues were at stake. The Queensland Trades and Labour Council followed 
the lead of the A WU in refusing to acknowledge the disputes committee. 
Aftei: a particularly vigorous speech by Fallon, the Council on 28 August 

negotiations between management and workers. avoiding industrial tribunals and official 
union channels ( that is, control "on the job"). 

33 Ibid. 

34 The Advocate, 15 October 1935; Trade Union Leader, September 1935, p.48. 
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condemned the CPA's tactics in both the sugar and Mount Coolon strikes 
as "detrimental to Trade Unionism".35 

By this time GMA was moving to re-organise its Mount Coolon 
operations. Morley was summoned to Melbourne, where Lindesay Clark 
told him, "I think we'd better give it away and we'll start afresh".36 

Consequently, senior staff at Mount Coolon were transferred to the Western 
Australian Triton mine, which was being developed by Western Mining 
Corporation.37 Morley himself left the company to take up the position of 
general manager of Georgetown Gold Mines, and Turner was named acting 
superintendent of Mount Coolon.38 

By the end of September 1935, with summer rainfall expected within a 
few months, a limited return to work seemed probable. Yet the local 
disputes committee still held out for direct negotiations, boycotting a 
compulsory conference, this time at Mount Coolon, on 30 September.39• 

Finally, the company conceded the point: on 10 October the disputes 
committee met with GMA executive J.M. Bridge, who had been sent to 
Mount Coolon "to smooth over things and start again"; and the strike was 
called off that day.40 

35 Queensland Trades and Labour Council, Minutes, 28 August 1935. Fallon's full speech 
was printed in the Worker on 3 September 1935. In it he said: I pledge you my position 
in the Labor Movement, and pledge you everything I hold sacred, that [the truckers] 
were receiving a piecework rate which enabled them to earn at the rate of 24s. 1 Od. a 
day ... " This statement sits uneasily besides the company's record that the usual average 
was 22s. 6d. per day. 

36 Morley Memoirs. 

37 I~ 1~33 GMA had been re-organised: a new company, Western Mining Corporation 
L1m1ted (WMC) was formed to manage the syndicate's interests in Western Australia 
GMA was limited to eastern Australia. Lindesay Clark, Built on Gold, pp.11-12. 

38 Morley Memoirs; Mount Coolon Gold Mines NL Board Minutes 7 August 1935 
2/23/l. ' ' ' 

39 Courier-Mail, 1 October 1935. 

40 Morley Memoirs; Bowen Independent, l 1October1935. 
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Headlines in the communist press hailed the "victory at Mount 
Coolon":41 a judgement difficult to sustain as the terms of settlement were 
precisely those arrived at on 7 June by the compulsory conference in 
Brisbane. Moreover, full scale operations at Mount Coolon were not 
resumed for nearly four months; until then only exploratory drilling and 
ore-breaking could proceed. The dam was eventually filled by a storm on 
12 January 1936 and normal operations were resumed on 3 February.42 

The Mount Coolon Company's production of gold for 1935 was 
seriously affected. Only 7 ,987 ounces were produced, against 21,000 in 
1934. The mill did not recommence operations until February 1936, but 
diamond drilling during and after the strike had revealed new shoots and an 
energetic development program was pursued. From 39,446 tons of ore 
21,7377 ounces of gold and 7,092 ounce of silver, valued at £188,481, were 
won in 1936. This was the last profitable year: the gold content was 
dropping, and as the local warden remarked, "ore shoots lose character at 
depth". Drought forced a suspension of milling from February to October 
193 7. The outlook was not good. When geophysicists from the Northern 
Australia Survey failed to locate new ore bodies, the company was forced 
to reassess its commitment. The decision to halt mining operations in 193 8 
and mill all broken ore was sensible given no new finds after extensive 
prospecting. For 1938, the mill yielded nearly 16,000 ounces of gold and 
7 ,000 ounces of silver from 52, 721 tons of ore. Operations ceased on 28 
February 1939. The mine was let to tributors whose poor returns led the 
under-secretary for mines to remark that Mount Coolon "cannot now be 
regarded as a mineral producing field. "43 The township was abandoned, and 
the company homes sold for removal to other areas. 

The most interesting feature of the Mount Coolon dispute was that it 
could not be resolved for several months simply because none of the 

41 Workers' Weekly, 22 October 1935; E.A. Knight, "The Mt Coolon Strike Victory", 
Trade Union Leader, November 1935, p. 38. 

42 Mount Coolon Gold Mines NL, Managing Director's Report, 15 April 1936, BHAS 
1/134. 

43 Queensland Department of Mines, Annual Reports for 1935, p.42; 1936, p.40; 1937, 
p.40; 1938, p.36; 1939, p.38. 
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protagonists seriously wanted it resolved. The mine management were 
already anticipating a prolonged shut-down on account of weather 
conditions (which in the event persisted for the entire year) when the strike 
occurred. They lost little or nothing in production. Consequently they had 
no incentive to take the indispensable step for settlement - entering into 
direct negotiations - especially as that would entail the risk of worsening 
industrial relations throughout the mining industry by alienating the A WU 
and strengthening the hand of the militants. As the strike proceeded they 
became principally concerned about those wider industrial ramifications. 
Hence their attempts to join with other companies in devising a common 
labour relations policy, and - in concert with the A WU - mount-a campaign 
against employee militancy. Only when the approach of the wet season 
could be expected did they meet directly with the disputes committee. 

The A WU executive, vehemently opposed to the strike, nevertheless did 
not favour any resolution at a time which would leave most of their 
members still unemployed and susceptible to left-wing charges that they 
had been sold out. As for the strikers themselves, any settlement which did 
not involve them was suspect. Well aware that full-scale operations could 
not be resumed until the water supply improved, they were determined to 
circumvent the A WU and consequently stayed out until the company 
negotiated directly with the disputes committee. Nevertheless the strike was 
at best a hollow victory for the workers, who might have returned to work 
with equal success in June. On the other hand, were it not for the initial 
intransigence of the mine management, the strike may not have occurred at 
all: Morley himself admitted that he was "not very tactful" in handling the 
dispute.44 

In retrospect, neither could the A WU derive much satisfaction from the 
strike. Fallon's comment that it "would have been settled on the first day" 
ifleft in the hands of the union executive45 may have been correct as far as 
the industrial matters were concerned. However, these ceased to be the main 
issue for any of the parties concerned soon after the strike began. Fallon's 

44 Morley Memoirs. 

45 Australian Workers' Union, Queensland Branch, Official Report of the 23rd Annual 
Delegate Meeting, Brisbane, January 1936, p. 15. 
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successor Edgar Williams recalled the "Mt Coolon hold-up" simply as a 
"body-snatching" attempt by the "comms".46 There is some substance to this 
recollection: the strike as it persisted was clearly directed as much against 
the A WU as against the company. But the strike leaders, many of whom 
were communists, turned to their advantage a situation they had done little, 
and the A WU much, to create. Williams' remarks, however, are indicative 
of the blinkered approach of the A WU. It was obvious from the first that, 
as the mining companies charged, the union bureaucrats had lost touch with 
rank-and-file members at Mount Coolon. They made no effort to improve 
the situation during the course of the dispute. After Hay's brief visit in April 
1935, no union official came to the field until the end of September, when 
organiser Tom Dougherty was sent - at the company's prompting- to attend 
the compulsory conference. 

The A WU appeared to learn nothing from the lesson of Mount Coo Ion: 
a persistent feature of industrial relations in the sugar fields, shearing sheds 
and mines of Queensland was the poor communication between the union 
executive and sections of its membership. Thirty years later, industrial 
conflict at Mount Isa showed essentially the same elements. One of the 
parallels between the Mount Coolon dispute and the Mount Isa strikes of 
1961 and 1964-65 was the evident lack of credibility of the A WU among 
workers. 

46 C.W.E. Williams, Yellow, Green and Red, Brisbane 1967, pp.68-72. 



Bumping Against the Ceiling: Female Teachers in 
Queensland State Primary Schools 1920-1970 

Gay Gray 

To look closely at the stories of a group of women who became teachers 
in State Primary Schools in North Queensland in the period after 1920 is to 
see, initially, a picture of intelligent girls who chose teaching for a variety 
of reasons including lack of other vocational opportunity. Their stories paint 
a picture of dedication and hard work, often under difficult conditions: 
inadequate teaching facilities, large classes, the threat of arbitrary transfers, 
sub-standard accommodation and lack of equity with men in pay, tenure, 
allowances, superannuation and promotion. Each is a portion of a much 
larger picture: the story of female teachers in Queensland in general. Their 
story unfolds against the background of the slow evolution of better 
conditions for women teachers. Change in female teachers' conditions was 
made harder because of the social attitude that a women was not equal to 
a man. Acceptance of this attitude by both men and women was a key factor 
that held women back in the pursuit of equity. Other barriers were provided 
by the Government, the Department, 1 the Industrial Commission and even 
the Union. The Government opposed improving women's conditions of 
employment partly because lower pay scales for women saved money. As 
well, those in positions of power were men who benefited most from 
maintenance of the status quo. This status quo changed as social attitudes 
towards women changed and as women themselves pushed for equality. At 
first they argued their case within the Queensland Teachers' Union. Having 
won that battle, they used the Union to articulate the case that women were 
equal to men and should be treated accordingly. 

Female teachers were of high intellectual calibre and as good as most of 
their male counterparts, if not better. The evidence to support this 
contention comes from statistics and from the observations of inspectors, 
principals and teachers themselves. One reason could be that the women 
who became teachers were more academically able. Clarke suggests that 

Of Education, which until 1957 was known as the Department of Public Instruction. 
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because young women did not have the career opportunities available to 
men, bright girls were more likely to become teachers; though males did not 
always take up all the training college places reserved for men, there were 
fewer places for women and strong competition.2 This statistical evidence 
is supported by anecdotal evidence. As one ex-teacher remarked: 

I was lucky ever to be a teacher because that was the year [ 1931] they only 
took ten [female] students from Queensland ... there was a reduction in 
numbers and they took ten girls and fifteen boys from Junior.3 

Her friend from college days who was the only student from Rockhampton 
High School to gain a teacher's scholarship, commented that she had kept 
contact with " ... the top girl from the previous year who had also gone to 
college .... "4 

This lady also explained that there were not then many opportunities for 
girls to enter professions; she could not remember having seen any other 
professional woman besides a school teacher except a nurse. "I had it in 
mind that I would be a teacher but my main motivation was to get away 
from the farm". She also remembers doing a special examination held for 
those who wished to join the public service and that the results came back 
as: 

2 

4 

Number of females wanted in the public service for the whole of 
Queensland: 2; Your position: 10. 5 

E. Clarke, Female Teachers in Queensland State Schools, Brisbane 1985, p.27. In 1924 
scholarships were reserved for 10 males and 5 females after the Senior examination and 
for 25 males and 15 females after Junior. 

E. Kinzbrunner, Interview, Atherton, 9 September 1992. In 1930 there were 328 
students with Departmental scholarships at teachers colleges. In 1931 this number was 
reduced to 243. 

U. Hughes, Interview, Atherton, 9 September 1992. 

Ibid. This lady, later widowed, followed the profession all her working life. She studied 
externally for a degree and moved into high school teaching. Later she studied further 
and worked at the University of Queensland. 
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Another ex-teacher, who went to college in 1929, was equally candid when 
asked if she had wanted to be a teacher: "No. It was a job and jobs were 

scarce".6 

The scarcity of employment opportunities for girls in the country was 
recalled by a teacher who went to college in 1942. Her mother, who had had 
very little educational opportunity, encouraged her to sit for the scholarship 
examination so that she could continue to high school: 

I went home and said "He [the headmaster] wants me to have a go at 
scholarship". Mum said "Well why don't you Dot? If you do, you can go to 
the pictures every Saturday night and I'll give you twenty-five pounds at the 
end of the year for having a go and fifty pounds if you pass". I said "I'll have 
a go at scholarship". Well anyone would have a go, wouldn't they? If! hadn't 
gone I'd have ended up in the bar of the hotel. There weren't other 
opportunities in those days. You could go nursing if you weren't good 
enough for anything else, if you couldn't pass ... that's the funny part ... girls 
who couldn't pass and get on to anything else went nursing. Now you can't 
go nursing unless you've got a good senior.7 

Another teacher, who went to college in 1953, illustrates both the 
academic ability of girls who went into teaching and the difference in 
vocational opportunity that existed for girls and boys: 

6 

7 

I wanted to become a doctor and I did very well at school [Cairns High] and 
I was awarded an open scholarship, a Commonwealth Scholarship, but that 
only paid for fees and books at the University ... but my parents had a lot of 
misfortune ... that took all their savings. Medicine was out so I decided to be 
a teacher because you could be bonded after junior and I received thirty 
shillings a fortnight during sub-senior and senior ... that was a marvellous 
help. Even in 1950 it still wasn't common for women to go into some of 
those professions like engineering and medicine, even pharmacy. The 
openings were there for bright boys to go into those professions. I could 

~- Moynih_an, Intervie~, Atherton, 9 September 1992. Miss Moynihan may have gone 
mto teaching because 1t was a job but she did it so well that she is still respected by the 
people of Atherton for her contribution to primary school education. 

D. Stagg, Interview, Proserpine, 24 September 1992. 
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have been sponsored if I had been a boy. There used to be a doctor here 
called Doctor ... he would have sponsored me ifl had been a boy.8 
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Though some became teachers because it was the only opportunity they 
could see, most of the women interviewed gave reasons for becoming 
teachers that can be summed up as "I always wanted to be a teacher .... "9 

However no matter how different their motivations, all had worked hard at 
school as they realised good results were essential in the quest for an 
opportunity to train as a teacher. 

They also worked hard at training college. A sample of nine years 
between 1922 and 1939 is shown in Table 1. This table shows that in the 
Class III Examinations for Training College Scholarship Holders, only once 
were there fewer than five women in the top ten places, and in eight of 
thirteen examinations women were in nine or ten of the top ten places. 

The real test was competency in the classroom; here again their 
performance measured by Inspectors compared favourably with the men. 
As early as 1916 one inspector praised the work done by women who took 
the place of men during World War I: 

9 

The female teacher has proved a success in boys' schools. She is naturally 
more patient and painstaking, and has usually fine intuition ... We know that 
the female class teacher in a mixed school is the equal, if not the superior, 
of the male class teacher. She is as sound in her instruction, and as a rule 
creates a better tone. 10 

N. Bowers, Interview, Cairns, 9 October 1992. 

A. Ross, Interview, Cairns, 11 September 1992. Similar sentiments were expressed by 
D. Graham in an interview in Cairns, 13 September 1992, E. Kinzbrunner and A. Evans 
in interviews in Atherton, 9 September 1992, and D. Berkley and A. Thiele in 
interviews in Proserpine, 22 September 1992. 

1° Clarks, Female Teachers in Queensland State Schools, p.29. 



Table 1: Class III Examination for Teachers Training College Scholarship Holders 1922-1939 

Scholarship Number Who Sat Sex of Occupant No. of Females in the 
Year holders Total of First Place First 10 Places 

Females Males 

1922 Senior 9 7 16 male 5 

1927 Senior 20 9 29 male 6 

1930 Senior 19 9 28 female 10 

1932 Senior 24 19 43 female 9 

1935 Senior 50 26 76 female 10 

1936 Senior 33 23 56 female 9 
Junior 57 69 126 female 8 

1937 Senior 29 36 65 female 9 
Junior 45 64 109 male 4 

1938 Senior 44 23 67 female 7 
Junior 97 58 155 female 9 

1939 Senior 62 25 87 female 10 
Junior 35 57 92 female 9 
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In 1926 another wrote in his annual report: 
In this district quite a few senior female teachers are employed as assistants. 
Almost invariably, I found them most efficient...A number of these teachers 
I consider amongst the finest I have inspected, and the school is indeed 
fortunate that has a leavening of them; their loyalty to their school and the 
Department, the interest they have in their work, and their never tiring 
energy and zeal standing out as an excellent example for the young members 
of the profession to follow. 11 

57 

Perhaps it could be argued that these latter comments were about older, 
experienced teachers and not indicative of the performance of young female 
teachers. In talking to ex-teachers and listening to them describe their early 
teaching days their dedication shines through. One teacher, who in 1924 
was sent to Midgenoo, a one teacher school "about four miles north of 
Tully" was then in her second year of teaching. She stayed for ten years and 
ended up with forty pupils in all the grades. She described how she would 
stay back at school in the afternoon till almost dark, preparing for the day 
ahead. This involved planning the lessons and writing work on the different 
blackboards for different grades. She explained how she organised the 
teaching of the children with this example: 

... the little ones learnt to write properly too. They would sit there practising 
their strokes while I taught one of the higher grades analysis or parsing ... also 
they learnt their tables. I would do a chart and if one of the older pupils were 
very good [at the topic I was teaching their class] they would go out on the 
verandah and help the little ones.12 

Her older sister, who trained as a pupil teacher at Mt Gamet, was sent as the 
teacher to a one teacher school called Merragallan near Malanda in 1920. 
She still has five of her inspection reports from the six years she spent 
there; summarised in Table 2, they would be a credit to any teacher. 

11 Ibid., p.26. 
12 D. Berkley, Interview, Proserpine, 22 September 1992. 



Table 2: Inspection Results for Miss A. Johns 
-

1920 1921 1922 1923 1924 1926 

Organising power good good good good very good good 

Disciplinary power very fair good very good good very good good 

Teaching ability good very fair good good good good 

Industry very fair very good very good good very good good 

Personality good very good very good good very good good 

Source: Inspection Reports for A. Johns, Merragallan State School, 1920-26. 
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The confidence that headteachers had in their female staff is illustrated 
by two anecdotes. One lady whose family lived on a farm outside Emerald 
during the Depression, spent three years doing correspondence lessons 
under the supervision of an older sister who had herself only had 
correspondence lessons. She recalls that she spent most of her time "out 
riding the horses, having a wonderful time, bringing in the cows .... " 
Consequently when the family bought a hotel and moved to a town with a 
school she described what happened: 

I went into grade two and I came dead, stone, motherless last. He [the 
headmaster] said "I'm going to put you nohopers with Miss Birch" and he 
gave her this class of nohopers ... she was the loveliest lady. She got stuck 
into us and at the end of the year I topped the whole of grade two. 13 

Another teacher mentioned that in her sixth year of teaching, after a 
"glowing report" from the inspector, she was selected by the head teacher 
to teach the scholarship class. She described what happened: 

Well the town was in an uproar. Never before had a woman taught 
scholarship in Pittsworth. Mr Fletcher, the Minister for Education, lived at 
Irongate [near Pittsworth] so they sent a delegation to him. Ray Town [the 
headmaster] said "She's the best". So I taught scholarship and the whole 
fifty-three got through. I was a made woman ... the logs for my firewood 
would be cut and stacked up. I'd find tins [of biscuits and cakes] on my front 
steps. If I ran out of water or the tank was getting low, you'd go home and 
the tank would be full. The three years I was there teaching scholarship only 
one girl got forty-eight percent ... all the rest passed.14 

In describing her teaching experience at Pittsworth this lady is conveying 
information about more than her competency as a teacher: she is also 
revealing information about class sizes and accommodation, two of the 
com~on threads which run through all the stories. These two issues, along 

13 D. Stagg, Interview. The head teacher then persuaded her to skip grade 3 and go straight 
into grade 4. 

14 N. Bowers, Interview. The scholarship examination was then (in the 1950s) held at the 
end of Grade Eight and unless a pupil passed they could not proceed to high school. A 
list of successful students would appear in country newspapers and the teacher was 
judged by the number of students who passed. 
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with the frequently arbitrary nature of transfers, emerged as matters for 
concern. 

All the women, except for those who taught in small one teacher 
schools, spoke about the large size of their classes in a very matter of fact 
manner. In their experience, all teachers, male or female, routinely taught 
forty or fifty pupils. One teacher described the class sizes in the context of 
the preparation and correction load: 

... going home with all this work ... in the days when we would mark 
compositions on one night...maps on another ... especially when we had sixty 
or seventy ... do your full preparation ... 15 

The same teacher remarked that once: 
I had seventy kids in two classes [grades 3 and 4] ... but I had never had under 
fifty in a class. 16 

Another teacher described one year of teaching in the late 1950s: 
... the class numbers were big. Berenice had grade 5 and I had grade 4 and 
we were in that one big room [at the old Proserpine State School]. I had 
fifty-five and Berenice had sixty-four in that one big room ... you can just 
imagine .. .ifyou wanted to do reading or learn tables you'd go down under 
the school. So if Berenice was going down [the steps] I was coming up the 
other steps ... unless we were doing some quiet work ... but in those days you 
did much more of the simultaneous type ofthing. 17 

None experienced the practice whereby large numbers of pupils were 
crammed into the lower grades to reduce numbers in the higher classes. 18 

They did note however that as female teachers they tended to be allocated 
the lower grades while men were given the upper grades. In a two teacher 
school this is understandable as the head teacher, who was more 
experienced, had to prepare pupils for the scholarship examination. In the 

IS 

16 

17 

18 

N. Bowers, Interview. 

Ibid. 

D. Stagg, Interview. It is hard to imagine how else they could have taught so many 
children with the limited facilities available and no library or photocopier. 

Clarke, Female Teachers in Queensland State Schools, p.29. Clarke describes the 
situation at Emerald in 1922 where "the male head taught 19 pupils in one class while 
a female assistant (Classification level III 5) taught 69 children in three classes". 
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larger schools the practice appears to have arisen partly from convention 
and partly from preference. The convention had arisen because the 
prevailing wisdom was that male teachers were better teachers for older 
girls as well as for older boys. 19 The preference was explained by one 
teacher who had taught all classes and liked to teach grade 4. This lady 
remarked that most of the men preferred not to teach the younger grades.20 

Many of the women referred to female teachers they knew who specialised 
in the infant grades. 

Whichever class was taught, the teachers, especially in the 1940s and 
1950s, struggled to teach in overcrowded, under-equipped schools. One 
described teaching in rooms made by closing in under the school: " ... when 
it rained the water used to go under there .... "21 

If teaching accommodation was inadequate, then so was the living 
accommodation experienced by many teachers, especially single female 
teachers. One teacher vividly remembers her arrival at Gladstone: 

It was only a very tiny little place. I was met by the secretary of the school 
committee who said "It's very difficult to get board but we have found a lady 
who can take you at her boarding house" so I got a taxi to the boarding 
house and the lady was lovely. She took me upstairs and she said "I've never 
had a teacher as a boarder before. I'm so thrilled, I've told all the 
neighbours". She took me to show me where I would be sleeping downstairs 
where she had completely closed in under the house and it was like a large 
dormitory. She said "Because you are so special I got the carpenter in". 
There was a curtain around the bed just like in a hospital. I started settling 
in when the other boarders arrived home. They were all men, meatworkers 
from the local Swifts works. I said "I can't stay here". She said "But dear, 
I've put a curtain around!" I packed up and left and stayed at the hotel for a 
couple of days though I couldn't have afforded to stay there for long. The 
school committee man, who was very apologetic, helped me find board with 
the milkman. They were a lovely family. The only problem was everyone 

19 Ibid. Clarke quotes from one male head teacher of a large Brisbane school who "claimed 
that older girls profited from a broad, just and tolerant outlook which a man's wider 
interests could give". 

20 D. Staff, Interview. 
21 Ibid. 
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had to go to bed at six o'clock at night because you had to get up for 
breakfast at two o'clock in the morning because he had to do his milk run.22 

This experience would appear to have been the exception. This lady 
explained her difficulties in finding suitable accommodation as a result of 
it being "a tiny little town" and "I was the only import, everyone else had 
homes there".23 Other teachers were luckier. 

I had private board ... the lady also had a few cane-cutters in the season. I had 
to share the room with the two daughters ... there wasn't anything very 
traumatic about that...it was good family food ... they had a piano and a 
million mosquitoes would eat you in summer .. .it would rain for weeks and 
we couldn't get anywhere out of Aloomba ... but it was fun.24 

Others were able to find accommodation at hotels or were luck}' enough to 
be sent to their home town or to a town where they had relations. Even 
where accommodation was not the best most teachers did not doubt the 
good intentions of the provider. One ex-teacher described her board in 
Miriam Vale: 

There was a policeman's widow who kept refreshment rooms next to the 
railway line. She was a very kind old lady but she didn't give me enough 
bedclothes. I was always cold. 25 

The Union was aware of the difficult living conditions faced by teachers 
in remote areas. In 1920 the Union learnt of a woman teacher obliged to 
share a room with four other women and of another who had to share a bed 
with two girls. The General Secretary reacted to criticism by country 
teachers by embarking on an annual trip to the branches to investigate 
conditions himself. In 1923 he condemned both the school buildings and the 
standard of accommodation he found.26 The Union continued its campaign 
and complained to the Department of primitive facilities. Even in 1939 a 

22 N. Bowers, Interview. The School Committees were the forerunners of Parents and 
Citizens' Associations. 

23 Ibid. The year was 1956. 
24 E. Kinzbrunner, Interview. The year was 1933. 
25 U. Hughes, Interview. This was also 1933. 
26 A. Spaull & M. Sullivan, A History of the Queensland Teachers' Union, Sydney 1989, 

p.139. 
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delegate to Annual Conference reported that he had found a young female 
teacher billeted on a verandah and sharing her dressing room with a twelve 
year old boy.27 Miss Ruth Don, President of the Queensland Teachers Union 
(QTU) from 1951 till 1953, remembers collating a survey conducted on 
boarding conditions for one teacher schools throughout Queensland in the 
1940s: 

Some of the conditions [we found] were that girls had to share a room with 
kids they taught. They would take them if they would help with the 
housework, do their own ironing. There were many positions where girls 
had to do their own washing and ironing but the boys didn't [though] some 
boys had to help with the gardening. Conditions were worst up in North 
Queensland, inland from Cairns, on the Tableland. I think [it was because] 
living conditions in North Queensland in those days were of a lower 
standard. An example was the bath, the shower was galvanised iron put 
around the post of the tank above ... out in the yard and they had to go out in 
the yard [to have a shower]. Now that was a living condition that they 
accepted in those days. It was all right in North Queensland but it was pretty 
cold if it was in West Queensland [in winter]. Living standards were lower 
there and people went out to them from the living standards they were used 
to, whereas the people [who lived there] were used to it.28 

This perceptive observation probably explains the cheerful descriptions 
that some of the women gave of what would have appeared very primitive 
accommodation to a city girl. One described her living conditions at 
Midgenoo, near Tully in 1924: 

It was a little old house. They didn't have a spare bedroom. They put a 
curtain screen in the living room and had my bed made up there. Later on 
they had a little bedroom added on. I had privacy. To have a bath I would 
take the tub into my room or else I would go down to the creek and have a 
bath there ... you weren't afraid of people roaming around. Later on they put 
a little shower room up and for the water we would have to pump it up by 
windmill out of the creek. They only had one little tank. 29 

27 lbid.,p.191. 
2' R. Don, Interview, Brisbane, 30 September 1992. 
29 D. Berkley, Interview. 
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Another teacher described her accommodation in Pittsworth in about 1960: 
Again accommodation was a problem but I found a little place, it was really 
one room but they had blocked off part of it for a bedroom and a tiny little 
cubicle for a bathroom and the rest was the kitchen ... one of the happiest 
homes I've ever been in. There was a dish to wash up in and a hole in the 
floor so you could throw your washing up water out but you had to 
remember that underneath the house there was a bucket you had to empty 
every day. You had to cut your own wood. The toilet was in the backyard. 
You had to have a kerosene tin on the stove to boil your water for a bath.30 

No doubt after boarding with the milkman's family in Gladstone and then 
spending the following year in a dormitory at the Y.W.C.A. hostel in 
Brisbane, this teacher found that the privacy and independence was bliss. 
However both women were raised in North Queensland so they were 
probably familiar with the standard of living conditions they encountered. 

The transfer system was also a lottery, frequently conducted in an 
arbitrary manner, especially if you were single. Miss Don described the 
unfairness of a system in which " ... single people, no matter how long they 
had been teaching, were sent hell, west and crooked ... "31 One teacher, in 
talking about how happy she was to be given her home town [Tolga] as her 
first appointment, said " ... and then a new headteacher with a daughter who 
was a teacher came, so I was transferred away to Julia Creek" .32 Another 
teacher who had been six months in her first school and was very happy 
there, describes how she was transferred: 

Then this phone call came from Townsville Regional Office and I thought 
"What have I done?" Mr-- [the Regional Director] said "We've selected 
you to go to Brisbane to train with a team from Professor Schonnell's group 
to work with retarded children". I was just settling down ... just getting to 
know people. I said "I don't want to go, thank you Mr ".He said 

30 N. Bowers, Interview. 
31 R. Don, Interview. 
32 I. Moynihan, Interview. 
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"Listen girlie, you go or it's Mt Gamet". I said "Oh. Oh. Yes Sir". So I went 
to Brisbane. I really didn't want to go, I was so happy there.33 

65 

Her experience illustrates that single teachers, especially young ones, were 
seen as a pool of people who could be easily and cheaply transferred. This 
teacher, who was transferred several times because of Departmental whim, 
blamed the preferential treatment afforded married teachers, especially 
married women: 

If they [married women] had married straight from college and got plum 
schools and stayed there and you came along and were just settling 
down ... making friends ... joining clubs. I think the Department was very 
unfair with the business about married women ... you [single people] were 
transferable. I think they also looked at the monetary angle ... usually the 
single males and females had no furniture. I had no furniture. I had my 
couple of cases and as I taught more I gathered more cases with books and 
things like that. If they had to transfer a married man there was him, his 
wife, his children, his furniture. Think of the cost, whereas with me they got 
out of it very often with just [the cost of] a second class sleeper.34 

Another teacher was a widow and the sole support of a son: 
When I was leaving lnnisfail to come down to Nambour, they refused to pay 
for the transport of my desk and other small effects. I didn't have much, we 
lived in two rooms in a boarding house. I think there was desk and a 
bookcase. I applied to have my effects transported [at Departmental 
expense] and the reply came back along these lines: "All female officers in 
this Department are considered as single officers and there is no entitlement 
for them to have their effects paid for on transfer. Furthermore there are 
many male officers in this Department who also have dependants such as 
mothers and fathers and those male officers do not expect to have the effects 
of these people paid for". It was something like that. They needn't have 

33 N. Bowers, Interview. Norma Bowers was then teaching at Parramatta State School. 
Cairns was then part of Northern Region. She remembered that her headteacher was 
offended that the Regional Director had not followed Departmental protocol and 
communicated with her through him. It is ironic that this Regional Director is on record 
in Education Regions in Queensland (Brisbane 1988), p.31, as being angry with head 
office for effecting inter-regional transfers without informing him. 

34 Ibid. 
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added that nasty bit on the end. I took it to the Union and they succeeded in 
getting me my money.35 

One teacher remembers that she was caught up in arbitrary transfers 
twice, once as a single women and once because she was married. She said 
she taught at New Farm for eighteen months " ... and then a married woman 
wanted New Farm". Later when she was near retirement she was transferred 
from the school next door to her home to another school about twenty-five 
kilometres away on the ground that she was one of" ... these married women 
who sit in there in Proserpine". When informed she was near retirement the 
staffing inspector's response was "Let her resign then". That would have 
meant the loss of over ninety thousand dollars in superannuation.36 The 
staffing inspector's reason articulates one of the causes of resentment 
between teachers: married women were seen to be given preferential 
treatment in not being eligible for transfer. 

The issue of married women and transfer has rights and wrongs on both 
sides. This teacher remembered that " .. .if a married woman got into a 
school they generally left her there, "37 though she could not remember that 
any married men who had settled were ever unilaterally transferred. 
However it is true that, because the Department needed their services, 
married women were able to insist on being left in a school and, technically, 
the married men could have been transferred. There is no breakdown of 
statistics available which shows the percentage of married men given 
unrequested transfers. The impression the interviewees had was that 
married men, like married women who had settled in a town, were left there 
unless they requested a transfer. 

Married women may have had an advantage regarding transfers but they 
were at a distinct disadvantage regarding tenure of employment. In 1902 a 
new regulation required female teachers to resign upon marriage; listed as 
a minor regulation in the Teachers' Journal - then called the Queensland 
Education Journal - it elicited no comment. After 1902, only those married 

35 U. Hughes, Interview. 
36 D. Stagg, Interview. 
37 Ibid. 
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women who were widowed, divorced or deserted were employed.38 In 1940 
a severe shortage of teachers prompted the Department to change its policy. 
Married women were re-employed as temporary teachers at the lowest rank 
of the salary scale -Assistant Teachers on probation - until 1942. Thereafter 
a married woman readmitted within three years of resigning was paid at her 
previous classification level; those re-admitted after more than three years 
spent six months on probation and then, subject to a satisfactory inspection, 
were paid at their previous classification. 39 This represented a fair 
arrangement; what was not fair was the "temporary" nature of their 
appointment, used by the Department to deny access to zone allowances, 
promotion, longservice leave, sick leave or full holiday pay.40 

When it was coming up to Christmas time we [the married women] would 
all be saying [to each other] "Have you got your letter?" and then a week 
before the holidays on the Friday you'd get a letter saying "Your contract is 
terminated". We were only temporary and our contract could be terminated 
with a week's notice. If you didn't get it [the letter] then you knew you were 
right for the next year. If you were put off you got pay up to the end of 
December but you didn't get the January.41 

On top of the ignominy of yearly dismissal married women also found 
themselves something of a political football. In 1957 when Labor was in 
power the Minister said: 

The position cannot be regarded as satisfactory whilst so many married 
female teachers are being re-admitted to the service. It is admitted that these 
ladies are rendering a very valuable service to the State, the department and 

38 Clarke, Female Teachers in Queensland State Schools, p.14. 
39 Ibid. 
40 

41 

"Is Marriage a Crime?", Queensland Teachers' Journal (QTJ), vol.69, no.I, February 
1964. The Editorial called for a casual loading of "in the vicinity of ten percent" to 
offset these advantages. 

D. Staff, Interview. Later the holiday pay ruling was amended. In February 1964 the 
QTJhad listed the disadvantages, but the QTJ, April 1964, p.86, reported the Minister's 
reply to a question, part of which was " ... every effort is made to preserve their 
[temporary teachers'] rights in respect of leave benefits. If a teacher's services are 
tenninated on December 31 and she is re-employed at the commencement of the school 
year, salary for the whole of the vacation is paid". 
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the children and I do not know what the department would have done 
without them. The unmarried female teacher feels that she and she alone is 
liable to be transferred and that brings about a feeling of discontent which 
will possibly be removed when we get sufficient male teachers.42 

In 1960 the Coalition was in power and Mr Pizzey, the Minister, showed he 
agreed with his political opponents on employing married women. In 
answer to a question as to how many married women were employed in (a) 
primary and (b) secondary schools, he replied, proudly, it seems: 

(a) 144; (b) 127. By way of interest I might add that it is probably the lowest 
percentage of any Education Department in the world.43 

Later in the year he responded to the granting of a pay increase for teachers: 
Following yesterday's pay rise, the State Government will dismiss 700 
married women teachers on the temporary staff at the end of the year. They 
are now at schools throughout the State, and will have to leave because the 
Education Department cannot continue to finance their employment.44 

Despite this comment, attitudes towards the married women started to 
change during the early 1960s, firstly in the Union. Later the Department 
modified its stance on holiday pay and on dismissals. There seems to have 
been a "roster" system which can be seen if one Christmas vacation, 
December 1963-January 1964, is looked at more closely. In December 
1963, 329 married women had their services terminated.45 The actual 
number of married women employed in 1963 is not available but as there 
were 1440 in 196546 then the number 1000 probably represents a 
conservative estimate for 1963. Using this figure approximately 33 percent 

42 

43 

Queensland Parliamentary Debates (QPD), vol.215, 1956-57, p.1226. 

QPD, vol.229, 1960-61, p.2250. 
44 Spaull & Sullivan, A History of the Queensland Teachers' Union, p.267. The 

discrepancy between 271 employed at the beginning of the year and 700 by September 
shows how many were re-employed as the year progressed. 

45 Queensland Teachers Journal (QT .I), March 1964, p.41. The breakdown of schools also 
suggests that a roster system operated. 1963 seems to have been Toowoomba's tum, 
among others. there are at least IO teachers from Toowoomba schools on the list. Only 
one teacher from Cairns was on the list, and none from Proserpine. 

46 Clarke, Female Teachers in Queensland State Schools, p.88. 



GAY GRAY 69 

of married women had services terminated. 
What may have started out as a cost-cutting exercise had become 

politically expedient: married women were to be seen as a pool from which 
any shortfall in teaching numbers could be filled. The Minister was asked 
in Parliament on 7 November 1963, if it was his intention to sack married 
women school teachers at the completion of the year's school term, and, if 
so, why, and how many would be affected by the decision? His reply was 
as follows: 

... Young teachers graduating from the Teachers' Colleges will be appointed 
to the staffs of State schools as from January 1, 1964. These appointments 
will reduce the number of vacancies in the teaching service available to 
temporary teachers and many of them will have their temporary 
appointments terminated as from December 31, 1963. At present the 
distribution of attendances in primary and secondary schools in 1964 is 
being assessed and the allocation of teaching staffs is being made. It is not 
possible at this stage to determine with accuracy the number of temporary 
teachers whose services will not be required immediately in the new school 
year ... 41 

The three hundred and twenty-nine women paid off thus spent the 
Christmas vacation unsure whether they had a job to go to in 1964. 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that those not re-appointed would soon be 
eligible for long-service leave. 

One year I was put off and we [another married woman and I] were left off 
for six months ... that's when we lost everything. Both of us were put back in 
mid-June. If you were off for six months you lost everything.48 

The implications in terms of her long service leave entitlements were 
brought home to this woman when she and her husband, also a teacher, 
applied for long service leave. When they married she had been in the 
service for eleven years. Her husband had left teaching for several years and 

47 QTJ, April 1964, p.86. 
48 D. Staff, Interview. The actual period was three months. A three month break in 

employment meant a teacher lost accumulated benefits such as long service leave. There 
are many other examples of married women being treated this way. Clarke, Female 
Teachers in Queensland State Schools, p.46, and R. Bonnin (ed.), Dazzling Prospects, 
pp.89-90. 
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only returned to it six months before they married. She described her 

experience thus: 
I had to resign when I married but I was re-appointed [at the start of the 
school year] about two weeks later. I taught right through then with those 
breaks when they used to put us off. When we went on long service leave, 
Les had enough leave due to go [for the period we wanted] and I had taught 
longer than Les and I had to take seven weeks without pay to go [for that 

length of time]. 

Married women therefore fulfilled three useful roles: as frontline troops 
to keep the schools staffed; as scapegoat for Departmental transfer policies; 
to keep staffing costs down. Making married women permanent would have 
had implications for transfer, holiday pay and leave entitlements. It may 
also have had another undesirable outcome: more women may have started 
thinking of teaching as a career, and thus wanted real access to the 
promotional ladder. 

That the Department was starting to rethink its policy is shown by the 
experience of this teacher who was bonded to the Department to pay back 
a scholarship. 

It was the end of 1966. The Principal came up to me when he knew I was 
getting married, shoved this bit of paper under my nose and said "You've got 
to resign". I said "I'm not going to. Why should I resign?" He said "It's 
written in the regulations". I said "But I'm not going to. If I resign I'll break 
my contract". He said "But you've got to. It says here in the regulations 
you've got to". I said "I'm not going to". We had a lot ofto-ing and fro-ing 
about that but I didn't resign. They didn't ever do anything about it. They just 
let it go on.49 

Not many young teachers, faced with such a demand from the Principal, the 
most powerful authority figure in their everyday working lives, would have 
been so resolute. In retrospect the Department's response is understandable: 
the Union had become increasingly restless on the issue,50 and by 1965 it 
was Union policy that women should not be compelled to resign on 

49 D. Graham, Interview. 
50 In February 1964 the Editorial of the QT J asked "ls Marriage a Crime?" 



GAY GRAY 71 

marriage.51 This instance, in which a young women wanted to honour her 
contract but was being placed in the wrong by being forced to resign, would 
have played into their hands. 

To be fair to the Department, many women accepted temporary status 
as a trade off for no transfers. 

Most of the married women I knew regarded it as a temporary position, but 
it was very handy money coming in. 52 

As their attitudes changed, the attitude of the Union and finally the 
Department changed. In 1969 married women were granted permanent 
status.53 

The Department's treatment of married women is a thumbnail sketch of 
their treatment of women teachers in general: they were needed as a 
dependable component of the classroom teaching force but they were to be 
paid as little as possible, denied equality in promotion and superannuation, 
and then chastised if they were unwilling to comply with the role designated 
for them. Pay, allowances, promotion and superannuation exemplify the 
subordinate position of female teachers. 

In keeping female teachers in their place the Department was supported 
by Parliament, the Queensland Industrial Commission, the Public Service 
Board and, for many years, the Queensland Teachers Union. It was possible 
to discriminate against women teachers because of the widespread social 
attitude that a woman was not equal to a man. Many women as well as men 
acquiesced in institutionalised inequity. One who did not and who helped 
lead the battle first within the Union and then through the Union was Ruth 
Don.54 Asked why it was such a long struggle to obtain equity for women 
in pay, superannuation, permanency and promotion, Miss Don observed 
that the real barrier to women gaining promotion was 

51 

... a social attitude ... [that to promote a women would be to place her in a 
position] superior to and in charge of men. You can take the whole thing 
logically through [all the issues]: women had to take the inferior position. 

Clarke, Female Teachers in Queensland State Schools, p.42. 
52 G. Mischlewski, "Grace Mischlewski", in Bonnin (ed.), Dazzling Prospects, p.91. 

53 Education Office Gazette (EOG), May 1969, pp.123-127. 
54 R. Don, "Ruth Don" in Bonnin (ed.), Dazzling Prospects, p.75. 
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That social attitude underlies it, whether you talk about superannuation, 
equal pay or promotion. 55 

The Equal Pay Issue and judgments handed down by the Queensland 
Industrial Commission (previously the Court of Industrial Arbitration) 
epitomise this social attitude and how, as the attitude changed, judgments 
followed suit. In 1919 the Queensland Teachers' Union took a case for equal 
pay to the Court oflndustrial Arbitration. The case was unsuccessful. This 
is not surprising given that when Blanche Ludgate,56 who was helping put 
the Union's case, remarked that "a man is naturally biased in favour of a 
man", Judge McCawley, the Commissioner replied "We will admit that".57 

The Judgment is important because it set a precedent followed for the next 
fifty years. 

Do males and females perform the "same work" within the meaning of the 
same Section [of the Industrial, Conciliation and Arbitration Act of 1916]? 
This Court has held that for the section to apply the work done by either sex 
must be the same in kind, quantity, and quality. In one sense all teachers 
perform the same work teaching; in that sense the teacher of carpentry and 
the teacher of needlework perform the same work. But the Court is not 
confined to the consideration of generic resemblances, and is entitled to 
examine with reasonable particularity the various species of work done by 
male and female teachers respectively. Females are more suitable for 
kindergarten work and the teaching of girls; males for the teaching of boys, 
certainly the older boys. In certain other grades their merits may be equal. 
In the teaching of certain subjects males excel; in the teaching of other 
subjects females excel. But it has not been, and cannot be, proved that the 
work of men and woman teachers is equal, for the educational work of a 
woman cannot be brought to a common denominator with that of a man; 
women are better teachers for some children than are men teachers; men are 
better teachers than women in other grades. It cannot be said that the work 
of male and female teachers is the same; the work the female teacher can do, 

ss R. Don, Interview, Brisbane, 30 September 1992. 

s6 Blanche Ludgate's story would itself be an interesting study as she upgraded her 
qualifications from provisional teacher to Class I status, ·held a Bachelor of Arts degree 
and taught the Scholarship class at East Brisbane State School. 

S7 Clarke, Female Teachers in Queensland State Schools, p.34. 
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taken as a whole, and the work she does do, differ in kind and quality from 
the work of the average male teacher, though in certain respects and in 
certain particular kinds of work there may be little or no difference. It may 
be that the work of the female teacher is of more importance in kind or more 
valuable in result than the work done by males; but this will always be a 
matter of opinion; results in education are not measurable. But even if the 
work of the female is shown to be equally or more important, or equally or 
more valuable, it is not established that the work is the "same work"; for 
importance and value are not the only attributes which must be compared. 
Nor can the word "profit" in the expression "returning the same return or 
profit" be regarded as applying to anything except business profit. The 
Minister for Public Instruction is not conducting a business, certainly not a 
business which makes "profit" in the commercial sense. 58 

73 

McCawley's grounds for rejecting the claim have been justly described 
as "very specious arguments".59 However in fairness it must be appreciated 
that he was a product of his time. As well, legal results frequently have little 
to do with justice and much to do with precedent and the law as interpreted 
within the social context of the time. Social context is the key to 
understanding why the case was lost. To again quote Ruth Don: " ... the 
public wasn't ready to accept it [equal pay]". 60 

What the public was ready to accept is shown by another part of the 
judgment in which rent allowances to married assistants was disallowed on 
the grounds that " ... the salary for male teachers being, as directed by law, 
fixed as for a married man with three children ... "61 Teaching was seen by 
the public as a career for a man who would have to support a family, but as 
a job for a woman until she married. Therefore the pay scales should reflect 
that. That women who started teaching in the twenties and thirties accepted 
this is supported by the evidence from teachers themselves. One, who 

58 Queensland Industrial Gazette (QJG), vol.5, 1920, p.14. 
59 R. Don, Transcript of a speech to the Secondary Mistresses Association, n.d. (circa 

1990), p.7. 
60 R. Don, Interview. 
61 QIG, vol.5, 1920, p.14. The married assistants referred to were all men since from 1902 

onwards all married women had to resign. 
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taught from 1924 till 193 8 when she married, answered the question "Were 
you aware that men were paid more?" as follows: 

Yes. Well I thought "They're paying men more because men have got to 
earn the money [for a family]. When they get married the women would 
drop out. I thought that way, not that their work would be any better than 
ours.62 

Another who taught during the first half of the thirties pointed out: 
We expected it [different pay]. We were the lucky ones. We were better off 
than a lot of people. We had a job and it was a secure job. 63 

The evolution in women's attitudes towards equal pay can be seen in 
later teachers. A woman who began teaching in the fifties said of the equal 
pay issue: 

Equal pay didn't worry me because that was the way it was in any job .. .it 
was only later on we thought "Well why shouldn't we [get equal pay]?" But 
as a teacher I have resented being beside some lazy fellow, seeing kids fail 
because nothing much is done, going home with all this work [corrections] 
and get less money. To myself I'd think "That's not fair". But that's as far as 
it went.64 

By the 1960s most women wanted equal pay and their comments show this. 
A teacher who began teaching in the sixties expressed the issue in very 
definite terms: 

I can remember teaching alongside some man and knowing that I got less 
pay than that man but I worked twice as hard. I could not see why I was paid 
less.65 

Even older teachers had changed their stance. A lady who began teaching 
in the forties said: 

For years the women said "We work as hard as the men". You'd get the odd 
one who was happy with things as they were ... and those ladies who used to 

62 D. Berkley, Interview. 
63 E. Kinzbrunner, Interview. 
64 N. Bowers, Interview. 

65 D .. Graham, Intei;iew. The generational gap in attitudes is demonstrated by comparing 
this comment with the comment in footnote 65 as the two women are mother and 
daughter. 



GAY GRAY 

come around, Miss Muldoon, the Union lady, we'd have a meeting and she'd 
give a talk. That was in the sixties.66 

75 

Though the change in female teachers' attitudes was necessary if equal 
pay was to be achieved, it was not enough; change in social attitudes in 
general and male teachers' attitudes in particular was needed since men 
controlled the Union.67 After the failure of the Equal Pay Case in 1919-20, 
many powerful men in the Union faced about and opposed Equal Pay for 
almost thirty years. 

This about face can partly be explained by the adroit manoeuvring of 
J.D. Story, who used the play divide and conquer to devastating effect. Then 
Under Secretary of the Department, he was advocate for the Crown in the 
1919 Equal Pay Case. He had argued that women were not as efficient as 
men and that the law of supply and demand decreed men needed higher 
wages to be attracted to teaching. He also suggested that if the claim for 
equal pay was successful, the Department might assess teaching as women's 
work and provide a salary adequate to keep one person and not a married 
man with dependants. He also warned that another outcome would be that 
women would be able to compete with men for the positions of head 
teachers of mixed schools because they would have established equality of 
the sexes. Both these arguments were aimed at male teachers as much as at 
the Industrial Arbitration Court; reported in the Teachers Journal, they 
effectively discouraged male teachers from supporting equal pay claims. 68 

In a study of opposition to equal pay as expressed the Journal (then the 
Queensland Education Journal, later the Queensland Teachers Journal), 

66 D. Stagg, Interview. This was the only interviewee active in the Union. 
67 There have been 69 Presidents of the QTU of whom two have been women. There have 

been 16 General Secretaries, no women. The photos ofUnion Conferences are revealing 
as are the stories in Dazzling Prospects. 

68 Clarke, Female Teachers in Queensland State Schools, p.34. The comments were 
reported in the QTJ, vol.26, no. 7, 1920. The success of Story's strategy is shown that 
the reasons he gave for opposing equal pay were used by male teachers within the 
Union. The QJG, vol.9, 1924, p.190, reprinted an article from The Worker, 28 February, 
which argued for equal pay for women on the basis of justice and that otherwise women 
would take over men's jobs. 
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Clarke discerned two categories: ridicule and delay.69 An example of the 
growing opposition was that equal pay was included as part of a general log 
of claims in 1924, 1926, 1934, 1936, never as a claim in itself. None was 
successful. Justice McCawley's judgment had established a precedent 
whose importance is shown by the Judgment given in 1926: 

The claim for equal pay for both sexes was very fully dealt with by the late 
President in his judgment of 27 September 1919. For the reasons given by 
him we think that the claim should be refused. 70 

As well, economic conditions led to such a deterioration in all teachers 
wages during the late 1920s and early 1930s, that as an issue equal pay was 
pushed on to the back burner, if not right off the stove. Ruth Don described 
what happened: 

I still recall so vividly the early years of my teaching career. I started to 
teach in the mid-twenties. The country was in an economic recession. Our 
salary was cut by 6%. Then after three years the recession turned into a 
depression. We had a further cut of 10-15% (10% for the lower paid 
teachers, 15% for the higher). Furthermore our automatic classification 
salary increases were stopped. It was no use anyone trying to protest about 
such matters. By the Salaries Act we were denied access to the Industrial 
Court. As a result it wasn't until 1939 that we gained the 1929 level of our 
salaries.71 

A study of the Queensland Industrial Gazette during the 1930s shows the 
loss in all teachers' salaries. One example was in 1936 when the Court's 
Judgment reduced teachers' wages by amounts of between eleven and a 
quarter and twenty percent depending on the wage level. However since the 
Judgment also provided that: 

69 

70 

71 

72 

The salary of any teacher shall not be hereby reduced below the rate actually 
being paid at present, nor shall the salary of any adult teacher be reduced 
below the State Basic Wage.72 

Clarke, Female Teachers in Queensland State Schools, p.32. 

QIG, vol.I I, 1926, p.543. 

R. Don, Transcript of Speech, pp.2-3. For a full description of this period see Spaun and 
Sullivan, History of the Queensland Teachers Union, pp.178-189. 

QIG, vol.21, 1936, pp.50-55. 
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the effect was not felt until one moved to a higher classification. A similar 
Judgment was made in 1937.73 

Equal pay therefore was overshadowed as an issue by more pressing 
concerns. It was not till the mid-forties that women started to really pursue 
the issue in the branches. A salary scale awarded in 1945 meant that female 
wages relative to male wages were lower than in 1925. Table 3 uses a 
comparison of Class I Division I salaries to show the relativities. At 1945 
QTU annual conference Ruth Don put forward a very strong case for equal 
pay.74 The principle of equal pay was already part of Union policy and a 
minority group at Conference wanted it made a higher priority. A motion 
"That we as a Union approach the Arbitration Court to grant equal pay for 
the sexes, and that this be the only claim taken to the Court at that time" 
was moved. After discussion, in which several speakers, including G. 
Daughtrey (the General Secretary), urged maintenance of the status quo, the 
motion was lost.75 

That many of the male Unionists were against equal pay is not 
surprising: they were the beneficiaries of the difference in wage relativities 
in more than monetary terms. As early as 1919, the wily Story had pointed 
out that equal pay carried with it other connotations. One was positive 
discrimination for men in terms of promotion. How the system worked is 
perhaps best appreciated by considering two hypothetical teachers, same 
age, same classification, same competency, one male, one female and both 
applicants for a head-teachership. The male would automatically get the job 
because, since he was paid more, he was considered senior. Many very able 
men were promoted and some very limited men; no woman, however 

73 QJG, vol.22, 1937, pp.794-799. 
74 QTJ, September 1945, pp.7-10. The article was reprinted in "A Century of 

Achievement", a special issue published to mark the centenary of the Union. 
15 Ibid. 
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bright, was promoted to headship of a large Primary School.76 One lady who 
taught all her life described the frustration this could lead to: 

You would have one of these very limited men as the head teacher in a 
school with some of these very bright women on staff. It was awfully 
frustrating because you couldn't get any improvements in the approach [to 
how the children were taught]. Some of these less bright fellows would be 
aware of changes needed but if he turned out to be one of those rigid fellows 
who tend not to look with great favour on ideas, it would be: "We've never 
done that before", "That wouldn't be practical". The ceiling would be there 
and your ideas would bump into it all the time. 77 

It wasn't just the women's ideas which were bumping against a ceiling: 
supporters of equal pay had bumped into the ceiling constructed by those 
within the Union who wanted to keep the status quo. However this ceiling 
was broken through: the 1945 Conference motion was lost but the equal pay 
issue was back on the front burner and at the 194 7 conference a similar 
motion was passed. An application made to the Arbitration Court in 1948 
was refused; relativities were slightly improved, though not to their 1924 
levels. In 1960 the Commission handed down an award which established 
that females should receive 90% of the male salary.78 If the intention was 
to keep a lid on the pot, it was too late: The International Labour 
Organisation (ILO), of which Australia was a member, had already passed 
an Equal Remuneration Convention, and New South Wales and New 
Zealand were phasing in equal pay.79 Social attitudes towards equality of the 
sexes had changed. In 1967 the Union took another application to the 
Commission. This time the application succeeded. Not all the 
Commissioners were in agreement. In support of their majority decision 
Commissioners Taylor and Self wrote: 

76 There had been female headteachers of Girls' and Infants' Schools, but as these schools 
were phased out and became mixed schools promotional opportunities for women 
shrunk. For a fuller discussion see Clarke, Female Teachers in Queensland State 
Schools, pp.29-33, 43-45. 

77 U. Hughes, Interview. 
78 QJG, vol.45, September-December 1960, pp. l 080-1081. 
79 Clarke, Female Teachers in Queensland State Schools, p.46. 



GAY GRAY 

.. .In our opinion, no narrow meaning should be given to the words "same 
work". It seems to us that the Legislature has expressed its will in clear and 
simple language and that this Commission should not endeavour to discover 
small and unimportant differences in work which, in the ordinary sense, and 
on the evidence adduced, is substantially the same. In our view, the work of 
the school teacher is to teach and instruct the class to which he or she has 
been assigned. The work under the Award in question is the same, although 
the particular problems may well be different, depending on the grade 
teacher is, at the time, called upon to teach ... We would therefore grant the 
application and vary the A ward to provide for the introduction of the 
principle of equal pay for female teachers ... in four annual instalments, the 
firstto operate as from the 1st January, 1968.80 

79 

It is ironic that Ruth Don retired from teaching on the 31st December 1967 
and never personally benefited from the equal pay decision.81 

Once equal pay had been gained it was inevitable that other conditions 
of employment such as permanency for married women, equal access to 
superannuation, allowances and promotional opportunity would follow, 
though some happened relatively quickly and some, such as the merit 
principle in promotion, took much longer. 

The increase in numbers of female teachers seeking promotion is the 
living proof that many women now perceive teaching as a career not just a 
job. The establishment of the merit principle for promotion and the recently 
passed Equal Opportunity Legislation are proof that Parliamentarians also 
believe in equality of opportunity regardless of gender. 

The stories of women who became teachers after 1920 provide glimpses 
of details in a much larger picture, a gradually moving piece of film that 
shows the evolution in better conditions and opportunities. The 
improvement in opportunities resulted from the efforts of many women who 
provided leadership for female teachers in their quest for equal opportunity 
first within the Union and then within the teaching profession. Some of the 
women who became teachers did not do so from a sense of vocation. 
However, though their motivations for becoming teachers varied, their 
stories reveal dedication and hard work in trying to help children learn. 

80 QJG, vol.46, September-December 1967, pp.16-18. 
81 R. Don, Interview. 
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Perhaps the last word should belong to a parent of one of the young 
charges: 

82 

With the Word List that you sent home for Kelly to learn. She seems to have 
a stumbling block with the word THIS. We her mother and I have tried 
always to get the word in her mind. But no sooner in then it's gone again. 
Thank God for teachers. 82 

Letter to teacher, n.d., in possession ofD. Stagg. 



Table 3: Female Salaries as a% of Male Salaries 

Female Male Female Salary 
Salary Salary as a Percentage 

Year £ £ of Male Salary 

1919 350 380 92% 
1925 390 420 93% 
1936 390 420 93% 
1937 390 420 93% 
1945 440 490 90% 
1948 601 661 91% 
1950 675 750 90% 
1952 814.5 894.5 91% 
1960 1560 1735 90% 



From Linen to Embroidered Hessian - Italian Women 
Migrants in the Mossman District between the Two World 

Wars 

Maria Bianco 

If the Innisfail canecutter's monument is considered an apt tribute to the 
successes and hardships of early Italians in the North Queensland 
canefields, 1 it is incomplete. The absence, beside the stone figure bent in 
exertion, of the figure of a woman equally hard at work, reflects the 
marginal position of women in the annals of history. Recognitfon of Italian 
migrants' contribution to the sugar industry after World War I has generally 
not encompassed the efforts and sacrifices of Italian women. Whether 
wielding a hoe, handling a plough or raising a family amid conditions never 
before encountered, the women who supported the men in overcoming the 
hardships of a new country merit some attention. Italian women who 
arrived in the Mossman district between the two World Wars are no 
exception. With courage and determination they battled the problems of 
language, climate, isolation and often physically gruelling work, 
maintaining family stability throughout the Depression and the uncertainties 
of wartime. In both domestic and economic spheres their contribution was 
often crucial to the survival or success of a venture; especially in the critical 
early years when the Italians' position was aggravated by the Depression 
and regulations restricting employment. Often sustained by the elusive 
promise of an early return to their families and homeland, women of diverse 
backgrounds supported each other in their struggle to adapt to an alien way 
of life. The integration and assimilation of Italian women of this period has 
not always been seen as successful, but there is evidence that given 
favourable circumstances, they readily adapted to the new language and 
way of life. At the least, they helped carve a future for later generations of 
Australians. 

E. Palmieri, "Italians in Queensland", in M. Brandle and S. Karos (eds), Multicultural 
Queensland, Kangaroo Point 1988, p.117. 
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Italian migration to North Queensland had been taking place since the 
earliest days of Queensland settlement. However, migration on a large scale 
did not occur until the expansion of sugar cane lands along the northern 
coastal belt and the prohibition of imported Kanaka labour. In order to 
facilitate the transition of sugar cane farming to a white labour industry, 
Queensland sugar planters recruited 335 Italians in 1891 specifically to 
work in the canefields of Ayr and the Herbert River. As the nucleus of a 
North Queensland Italian community, these migrants set up a trickle of 
chain migration, which continued until the boom immigration period of the 
1920s2 resulted from post-war conditions in Italy, the lure of prosperity in 
Australia and the imposition of a quota system on migrants t-0 America.3 By 
1933, one third of Australia's Italian-born population lived in Queensland, 
mainly in the Cairns, Johnstone and Hin chin brook districts. 4 As 
opportunities for employment and land ownership began to diminish in 
these areas,5 however, expansion moved steadily northward, eventually to 
the newest and most northerly sugar area of Mossman. 

The township of Mossman in the Douglas Shire was still in its infancy 
after World War I. Surveyed in 1885, it consisted of a small hotel in a 
clearing until construction in 1897 of the Mossman Central Mill which 
commenced crushing cane two years later. Growth was slow as the town, 
cut off by mountain ranges, was isolated from populated areas.6 After the 
demise of Port Douglas as a coastal port for the hinterland, however, the 
shire's business centre was transferred to the vicinity of the mill. And with 

2 G.C. Bolton, A Thousand Miles Away: A History of North Queensland to 1920, Canberra 
1970, pp.202-203; F. Galassi, Under the Southern Cross: the Jumna Migrants of 1891, 
Townsville 1991. 

3 In 1921, America accepted a migrant intake of 42,000. This figure was reduced to 4,089 
by 1924. L.D. Henderson, "Italians in the Hinchinbrook Shire 1921-1939: Motives for 
Migration", in B.J. Dalton (ed.), Lectures on North Queensland History, Third Series, 
Townsville 1979, p.198. 

4 W.D. Borrie, Italians and Germans in Australia, London 1954, pp.62, 70. 
5 Froni 1925 to 1931, Italians left the Ingham and Innisfail districts in large numbers 

because of the difficulties of finding employment. 
6 J. MacDonald Holmes, Australia's Open North, Sydney 1963, p.381. 



84 FROM LINEN TO EMBROIDERED HESSIAN 

the sugar boom of the 1920s, this "northern outpost of the sugar industry"' 
soon began to follow the pattern of expansion of other northern sugar areas. 
The availability of vacant Crown land and the mill's need for more cane8 

attracted those eager to establish themselves on the land, including Italian 
migrants previously engaged in canecutting or unable to find employment 
in other areas. 

The first gang of Italian canecutters employed in the area in 1906 had 
proved their worth within their first season, but negotiations to introduce 
fifty Italian labourers the following year were not successful, and in 1910 
there was still only one Italian gang in the district.9 In 1920, however, the 
first Mossman Italian made the transition from canecutter to cane farmer. 
By 1925, the Ferry Report noted with some concern, the number of Italian 
owned cane farms in the Mossman district had risen to fourteen. 10 In 1921, 
the Italian-born population of the Douglas Shire had numbered a mere 
twenty-three, comprising 1.16% of the population; this number had 
increased to 246, or 8.48%, in 1933. 11 

Included in this figure were wives and families who followed in the 
wake of those migrants seeking to establish themselves in the Mossman 
sugar industry. But while the opportunities of a new area had beckoned to 
their husbands, the women who arrived to join them in the post-World War 
I period could be forgiven for not appreciating the attractions extolled in the 
Australian Sugar Journal: 

... Mossman possesses in its rivers and scrubs, mountains and valleys, trim 
fields and comfortable homes, hundreds of views which would certainly 
be regarded as '1oys for ever" by anyone gifted with the slightest degree of 

"Mossman: The Northern Outpost of the Australian Sugar Industry", undated article, 
c.1911, reprinted from Australian Sugar Journal by Mossman Central Mill Co. Ltd., 
held at Cairns Historical Society Library, Cairns. 

J. Kerr, Northern Outpost, Mossman 1979, p.92. 
9 Ibid., p.48. 

10 T.A. Ferry, "Report of the Royal Commission, Appointed to Inquire into a Report on the 
Social and Economic Effect of Increase in Number of'Aliens in North Queensland", 
Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1925, Vol.3, p.18 ("Ferry Report"). 

11 Henderson, "Italians in the Hinchinbrook Shire", p.203. 
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artistic temperament. And to these recommendations may be added that of 
accessibility. 
Visitors may travel right through from Southern ports by one of the large 
coastal steamers, or transship at Townsville or further north ... Arrived at 
Port Douglas, some 3 or 4 hours steam from Cairns, passengers disembark 
at the Government wharf and proceed by tram, a distance of 12 miles to 
Mossman township. 12 

85 

The women had already endured a six-week journey on board ship often 
coping with sick children on rough seas, 13 followed by a coastal sea journey 
of several days, a choppy trip by smaller vessel to Port Douglas and transfer 
to a train through miles of scrub to Mossman. A sulky ride of several hours 
over rough tracks completed the journey to their new home, often an iron 
shack isolated in a clearing in the scrub. For most, the "trim fields and 
comfortable homes" would take years to eventuate. The new arrivals 
thought they had been brought to the ends of the earth: 

It was another world! We had been poor in Italy, but we had lived in the 
town ... But here ... And everyone dressed in old working clothes. Another 
world! Especially the snakes, the houses .... 14 

People lived next door to each other in Italy. It was like a community -
people were just there. Here you had to wait weeks to see anybody, apart 
from the delivery man. 15 

It was this devastating sense of isolation that was most difficult upon 
first arrival. Most bewildered newcomers shed tears of loneliness and 
homesickness, including the wife of a town storekeeper who at least had 
some contact with other people.16 For those confined to remote areas, 
especially during the twenties when the very few Italian women of the 
district were widely scattered, the sense of isolation was particularly 

12 "Mossman: The Northern Outpost of the Australian Sugar Industry", p.l. 
13 I. Pisot, interview, Mossman, 21 March 1992. The information in this interview relates 

mainly to the experiences of the interviewee's mother, Maria Bertolotti (1897-1976), who 
came to Mossman in 1930. 

14 Dora Ferrero, interview, Mossman 21April1992. 
15 Pisot, interview. 
16 S. Contarino, interview, Mossman 20 April 1992. 
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demoralising. Later arrivals sometimes had the benefit of another woman's 
moral support and experience, which greatly assisted many to cope. 17 

Predominantly from the agricultural areas of Eastern Sicily and the 
provinces of Northern Italy, the majority of women had been accustomed 
to working on small family farming plots. Some more affluent had stayed 
at home embroidering fine linens which were popular for trousseaus. 18 

Some with large families had struggled alone against poverty while their 
husbands were seeking illusory fortunes in Argentina before migrating to 
Australia. 19 Many were young brides of men who had spent some time in 
Australia and returned to the homeland to marry; some were joining 
husbands they had married by proxy.20 Almost all had followed a husband 
intent on improving the family's economic status, but occasionally an 
unmarried woman would follow brothers who had migrated years before.21 

Many firmly believed their sojourn was only temporary; they would help 
their husbands acquire a small fortune and return to the homeland within a 
few years: 

She was going back in less than ten years. Dad promised ... Dad promised. 
She wasn't going away for good and leave all her family behind!22 

I didn't want to come to Australia. My sister-in-law pressured me for 
years ... He had promised we would only stay about three years - five years 
at the most. But there was no quick fortune to be made and we had to end 
up staying here.23 

17 E. DiPalma, C. DiPalma, M. DiBartolo, A. D'Addona, interview, Mossman 21 April 
1992. The information in this interview relates mainly to the interviewees' mother and 
grandmother, Mrs Rosaria Leonardi (1898-1957), who arrived in Australia in 1921. 

18 Contarino, interview; DiPalma et al., interview; M. Re, interview, Mossman 19 July 
1992. 

19 G. Noli, interview, Mossman 20 April 1992. The information in this interview relates 
mainly to the interviewee's mother, Mrs Melania Ferrero (2/4/1885-3/9/1964), who came 
to Mossman in 1923. 

2° Contarino, interview. 
21 Ferrero, interview. 
22 Pisot, interview. 

· 23 Contarino, interview. 
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That was the reality encountered by the majority; to women whose 
devotion to home and family lay at the core of their existence, came the 
belated realization of the irreversibility of their decision: 

She hated it. She hated it...She wanted to go home. If only she had the 
money. If only she had the money. She could go on the boat, tum around 
and go straight away. For years!24 

There was never any money and we grew old before we could consider 
going back. It could take ten years just to pay the interest on a small 
property, without any capital repayments. There was never any money to 
spare.25 

Many would have returned if they could, both men and women, but once 
they had raised the money to come here and settle on the land, there 
usually was no escape.26 

Confronting this reality provided the first step towards acceptance of 
their new way of life, one which often resembled that of Australian 
pioneering women of past decades. Where new farming land was opened 
up, women worked alongside the men, helping to clear scrub with pick and 
axe, burning stumps and grubbing roots, planting and ploughing with 
horses, chipping and trashing.27 Accommodation was often primitive, both 
in the canecutters' barracks on first arrival, and later on their own 
properties. One woman shared one room of the canecutters' barracks with 
her husband, while single canecutters occupied the other rooms.28 Another 
spent twelve months with her husband and two children in one room of a 
dwelling which also housed three other partners.29 The first home for 
another woman with five children consisted of a small shack where she, her 
husband and daughters slept in the only bedroom while her sons slept on the 

24 Pisot, interview. 
25 Ferrero, interview. 

26 Comment by Luigi Ferrero, during interview with Dora Ferrero, Mossman 21 April 
1992. 

27 Pisot, interview. 

2& DiPalma et al., interview. 

29 Pisot, interview. 
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open verandah.30 Even town dwellers fared little better. A couple who 
started a small grocery store in the main street began their lives in Mossman 
in a smal1 iron building with a dirt floor. 31 Better homes were eventually 
built, usually after many years, but an initial home often consisted of an 
iron shack with dirt floors, rough scrub-hewn supports and lift-out 
corrugated iron shutters for windows: 

We used to have a dirt floor. We would wet it and it would become hard 
as cement. Everything that belonged to the house was made out of 
kerosene boxes - the tables and chairs. Curtains were made out of sugar 
bags or flour bags. Bedspreads were made out of flour bags. Out of the 
small self-raising flour bags we used to make lovely little hanki('.s ... Mum 
never spent a cent. She never bought material except for clothes ... Some 
ladies used to work a fine design with wool into the sugar bags to make 
curtains. They used to bleach them out in the sun for a few days, join them 
together with wool into a fine design and place a frill on the bottom to 
make beautiful curtains.32 

From fine linens to embroidered hessian: the transition was perhaps 
indicative of acceptance and adaptation to a new way of life. 

Even ladies from relatively affluent backgrounds who generally did not 
work in the cane fields, had to adjust to a primitive style of housekeeping. 
Wood for stoves had to be chopped and carried. Keeping food in such a hot 
climate was always a problem; meat had to be parboiled and placed in a 
hanging safe, while jelly was placed in a basin and left to set in the coolness 
of the creek.33 Later some progressed to the luxury of an ice chest. Ice 
arrived twice a week with the meat deliveries and lasted twenty-four 
hours.34 Running water was unheard of outside the town area,35 and washing 

30 Noli, interview. 
31 Contarino, interview. 
32 Noli, interview. 
33 Ibid. 

34 DiPalma et al., interview. 
35 As late as 1963, water and electricity supplies had extended only to an area within one 

and a half miles of the town. Holmes, Australia's Open North, p.382. 
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was usually accomplished by boiling clothes in kerosene tins mounted on 
two steel rails over a fire, before rinsing in a nearby creek. 36 

Frequently, several partners combined resources in order to acquire a 
property, a practice which the International Labour Review calls the 
"Unitory Type" of cultivation, and describes as "notoriously an old 
experiment and notoriously a difficult one".37 But if such a venture 
presented difficulties for business partners, as sometimes it did,38 it was also 
potentially difficult on the domestic front, as it was not unusual, initially, 
to have two or more families living under one roof. While this did occur in 
Italy with two or three generations of the same family, the Australian 
situation required a new spirit of co-operation, as partners and their wives 
were often from different Italian regions, with vastly differing backgrounds 
and customs. Generally, the cooking was done by each woman on alternate 
weeks, and while less than ideal, these temporary living arrangements at 
least afforded some companionship for women whose contact with the 
outside world was minimal.39 

As had been noted by Fr. Mambrini in a study ofltalians in the Ingham 
district in 1923-24, to the migrant struggling to establish himself, a wife's 
presence was desirable not only for companionship, but also for her 
economic assistance.40 Apart from housekeeping and labouring in the fields, 
most women, whether wives of canecutters or farm owners, were required 
to cook for gangs of canecutters, their earnings sometimes a vital source of 
income. Usually they had to work in deplorable conditions. Migrants from 
the northern regions ofltaly had been accustomed to temperatures ranging 
from 25° to -6°, while those from southern Italy had enjoyed average 
temperatures of24° to 26°.41 Inside a typical North Queensland kitchen in 

36 Noli, interview; Ferrero, interview. 
37 Cited in "Ferry Report", p.19. 
38 Agreement from all partners regarding a decision was sometimes difficult. Noli, 

interview; DiPalma et al., interview. 
39 Pisot, interview; DiPalma et al., interview. 
4° Fr. Mambrini, "Report of a Two Months' Visit to the Italian Settlement on the Herbert 

River", in G. Cresciani, Migrants or Mates: Italian Life in Australia, Sydney 1988, p.4. 
41 Henderson, "Italians in the Hinchinbrook Shire". 
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the 1920s the heat was usually considerably higher than outside.42 In the 
primitive dwellings of a newly established area, women who cooked for 
gangs thus spent much of the day beside a blazing wood stone in 
temperatures around the half century mark. Some, whose husbands were 
unemployed, walked two miles every morning to a neighbouring farm to 
cook for canecutting gangs.43 

The immediate contribution that Italian women made to the family food 
supply was another important factor in the survival of the man on the land: 

Whatever other time she had she spent in the garden. She had sweet 
potatoes, beans, every vegetable you could name. We never went hungry. 
We had fowls, cows ... She made her own butter and cheese. Later_she sold 
milk at 5d per bottle. She sold eggs. When the vans came around selling 
materials and such, she used that money to buy pillowslips and materials 
to make clothes for the children.44 

While many Italians left the sugar areas when the restrictions of the British 
Preference League left them with bleak employment prospects,45 others 
began to consolidate their position with the onset of the Depression by 
establishing themselves on the land.46 With sugar prices plummeting to 4d 
per pound by 1933, many struggling Australian farmers sold their properties 

42 R.W. Cilento, The White Man in the Tropics, Melbourne 1925, p.93; E. Huntington, 
West of the Pacific, U.S.A. 1925, p.347. 

43 Noli, interview. 
44 Pisot, interview. 

45 The league aimed to guarantee 75% of jobs to Britons and Anglo-Saxons. This quota 
excluded all naturalised Australians of foreign origin, placing them in competition with 
non-naturalised cutters in the 25% alien allocation. Within a few weeks of its fonnation 
in 1930, the League was demanding 90% employment of British labour in the canefields, 
increasing to 100% within three years. L.D. Henderson, "Economic or Racist? Australia's 
Reactions to Italians in North Queensland, 1921-1939" in H. Reynolds (ed.), Race 
Relations in North Queensland, Townsville 1978, p.347. 

46 While land ownership was the ultimate goal of most Italians in North Queensland, this 
strategy had apparently also been adopted in Italy during hard economic times. Groups 
ofland workers associated themselves together in the risky business of farming "rather 
than continue to be at the mercy of economic conditions which reduced them to practical 
poverty". (Cited in "Feny Report", p.19.) 
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to Italians who were willing to take risks by paying them inflated prices. 47 

Purchase of unsuccessful or marginally viable properties at high interest 
rates meant that every available resource had to be channelled into making 
them economically viable. W.D. Borrie has noted the efficiency ofltalian 
farmers in accepting low living standards initially while repaying bank 
mortgages: 

He has been prepared to forego home comforts in the interests of 
improving his property. Farm machinery was given priority over interior 
decoration. 48 

There is no mention, however, that sacrifice of "home comforts", 
necessarily affected women's welfare more drastically. Nor is there any 
recognition of the potential difference to success or failure made by women 
who managed to provide not only their labour and supplementary earnings, 
but also food and clothing for the family. Theirs was undoubtedly an 
important contribution, particularly in the initial stages when progress of 
heavily encumbered small properties was hampered by the effects of the 
Depression. 

If earlier dreams of returning to the homeland were thus ceded to the 
realities of survival, continued contact with distant family sustained many 
women through difficult times. Some wrote home every week and it 
mattered little that news was over a month old when it arrived: 

When those letters came it was beautiful. She could read them over and 
over, and live back home again.49 

For many, the severing of this lifeline by the death of a parent they had 
never seen again dissolved lingering doubts about remaining permanently 
in Australia. As the pressures of survival slowly lessened, the tenacious 
attachment to home and family which had been at the core of earlier 
discontent finally bound them to their new home. And with the gradual 
emergence of some visible results of their labours, the formation of new 
friendships and the settling in of children at school, came an appreciation 
of the freedom and spaciousness of their new country: 

47 W.D. Borrie, Italians and Germans in Australia, London 1954, p.94. 
48 Ibid., p. l 06. 
49 Pisot, interview. 
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Once her mother died she started to realise this was it. She knew then there 
was no going back ... This was home. She would never go back. Then too, 
after living on your own for a few years with your own family, without 
having relatives living together with you, you would never go back to that 
life again. 50 

Here it is a blessing. We have wide spaces. It is something beautiful and 
difficult to explain ... :freedom! There you have only small yards, houses all 
close together, roads so narrow you're afraid to meet an oncoming car. Too 
many towns ... too many people.51 

The once daunting isolation had eventually come to personify, as conditions 
improved, a certain independence and freedom. 

For Italian women, this gradual adaptation often did not include mastery 
of English; many Italians spoke little English even years after arrival. 
Various factors contributed to this, including isolation, limited social 
contact with Australians or other opportunities to learn the language, and 
differences in phonetics and structure of the two languages. 52 Borrie 
suggests that the arrival of a wife, by encouraging persistence of the Italian 
language at home, often hindered language assimilation for a husband who 
had merely acquired the rudiments of English by the time of her arrival.53 

For women, it may likewise be suggested that their physical environment, 
coupled with their traditional dependent role were contributing factors. 
Italian women's devotion to the home has often been stressed,54 and the 
perception of males as the business head of the family meant that when 
husbands made the sulky journey to town on business, women usually 
stayed at home. Grocery, meat and bread supplies were usually delivered 
by the network of sugar cane tramways and delivery men on horseback. 
Consequently, there was often no need for women to venture out of their 
own domain. Contact with Australians, apart from the delivery man, was 

so Ibid. 

si Re, interview. 

si G. Cresciani, "Italian Immigrants" in James Jupp (ed.), The Australian People, North 
Ryde 1988, p.612; J. Hempel, "Italians in Queensland: Aspects of Assimilation", 
Quadrant, Vol.3 (1959), p.51. 

s3 Borrie, Italians and Germans in Australia, p.87. 

s4 Ibid., p.120. 
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minimal or non-existent. Moreover, as long as the head of the family had 
acquired a fair command of the language, learning English was not 
considered so essential for the wife. For instance, when a shopkeeper's wife, 
whose daily contact was mainly with Italian customers, expressed concern 
about her lack of English, her well-meaning and well-spoken husband 
reassured her that as long as he lived, she need never worry about the 
language.55 Thus in addition to the overwhelming problems of isolation and 
lack of opportunity, women were generally given little incentive or 
encouragement to acquire English. 

Most women, however, displayed considerable resourcefulness in 
dealing with their situation. Upon first arrival, when trying to convey to the 
delivery man the contents of the next week's grocery order, they resorted to 
signs and mimes, or tendering empty tins or cartons of the requested 
items.56 One women surprised him within the first week of her arrival when 
she read out her requirements in English from a list she had written. She 
had asked her husband to dictate the words for the required items in 
English, which she then wrote down in Italian phonetics to read back to the 
delivery man - for example, "bata" for butter, "sciuga" for sugar, etc.57 

Of more concern for women with a limited command of English were 
hospital stays during illness or confinement, unheard of in Italy except for 
critically ill patients. For one woman who had had two babies delivered in 
Italy in the security of her own home, with a midwife and close family in 
attendance, the stark surroundings of a hospital confinement with strangers, 
who, though caring, could not adequately communicate with her, were less 
than reassuring. 58 In addition, the necessity of a long ride by sulky or 
tramway trolley59 to Port Douglas, or later to Mossman60 must have 

55 Contarino, interview. The tragedy was that her husband died a few years later. Ibid. 
56 DiPalma et al., interview. 
57 Re, interview. 

58 Pisot, interview. 
59 One method of conveyance to hospital was a makeshift stretcher on a sugar truck drawn 

by mill locomotive, a practice necessitating considerable delays during the slack season 
when locomotives needed to 'fire-up' steam. Later, the Ambulance ran a pump-trolley
stretcher over the tramway system, which in turn was replaced by a mechanical "jigger". 
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presented a strong argument for the comparative comfort of home 
confinements in their old country. Even the reassurance of a husband's visit 
was infrequent because of distance, especially for those from the northern 
areas. 

It took Dad a whole day when I was born to go and see Mum. The 
ambulance took her in, and he went the next day to find out that I had been 
born. He asked Mum how she was, saw that we were both all right and left 
straight away. It was dark by the time he got home after having left very 
early in the morning ... There were no telephones ... The horse had to be 
ridden steadily because he had sore feet. There was only a track to get to 
Port Douglas then. 61 

In the early days the tramway system was the lifeline of outlying areas. 
Not only was it essential for delivering food supplies or hospital patients, 
but it was often utilised for outings and entertainment. After walking, the 
tramway trolley was the most usual means of transport for many women, 
while residents of the southern areas also had the use of a passenger train 
service from Mossman to Port Douglas. 62 As friendships were formed and 
economic prospects improved, women found time to dress in their best 
clothing and exchange visits with neighbours for Sunday afternoon teas, 
courtesy of the tramway trolley.63 

These Sunday visits were anticipated occasions when the friendship and 
support of other women provided a brief respite from the rigours of rural 
living. Some families, like their Australian counterparts,64 organised regular 
Sunday afternoon dances on their verandahs. Other outings included the 
occasional Christmas or Easter celebration with friends on the other side of 

Mossman Hospital: Our First Fifty Years, Jubilee Booklet, Mossman 1980, p.36 
60 Hospital facilities were transferred from Port Douglas to Mossman in 1930. Ibid. 
61 DiPalma, et al., interview. 
62 The last passenger service between Mossman and Port Douglas ran on 24 December 

1935. C. McColvin, "Douglas Shire Tramways", undated article held at Cairns Historical 
Society Library, p.4. 

63 DiPalma et al., interview; Pisot, interview. 
64 Mrs Allen, interview, Mossman 19 July 1992. 
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town, when the distance by sulky necessitated an overnight stay.65 Later, 
with the gradual introduction of motor vehicles, outings to the beach with 
friends became the highlight of a Sunday afternoon.66 These lasting 
friendships provided a buffer in the absence of the support previously 
rendered by extended family in Italy, helping many a bewildered new 
arrival to cope with her new life: 

She was so grateful to the Leonardi women. They taught her how to 
crochet and showed her different things. They taught her how to cook, 
because even the food was different. That was a big thing, because she 
always had to cook for the men.67 

Neighbourly co-operation later also became the byword at celebrations 
such as weddings where women had to do their own catering. A number of 
wood stoves would be borrowed and lined up outside for cooking the 
numerous chickens killed and plucked by willing hands. These functions 
were usually modest affairs in keeping with the surroundings, as tables and 
chairs were set up on the family home's verandah or underneath tents in the 
yard outside. It was not until the fifties that hall receptions became popular 
for the convenient facilities, and the more lavish celebrations now 
associated with Italian weddings.68 

For women in the Mossman district, co-operation and support were the 
secrets of survival, tending to diminish the prejudices between Northern and 
Southern Italians found by Ferry in 1925.69 Among Mossman women, 
Sicilians supported Northern Italians and vice versa; newcomers were 
always grateful for assistance offered by earlier arrivals, whatever their 
background. Common experiences and hardships tended to dissolve 
barriers, though long-established residents of both northern and southern 

65 Noli, interview. 

66 Pisot, interview; Re, interview. 
67 Pisot, interview. 

68 DiPalma et al., interview. 

69 "Ferry Report", pp.10-16. 
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origins sometimes felt a sense of superiority towards their own poorer 
latter-day compatriots. 70 

Italian women in the Mossman District appear also to have been 
shielded from the worst of the racist attitudes propagated in other areas by 
newspapers, the R.S.L., political parties and Enquiries such as the Ferry 
Report.71 One reason may be their minimal involvement with Australians. 
Children who encountered opposition at school generally clung together in 
their own groups. Their mothers, meanwhile, also tended to keep to 
themselves at functions such as school picnics and school fancy dress balls, 
when their incompetence with the language served to accentuate a sense of 
inferiority.72 When young people crossed cultural boundaries in an effort to 
be friends, they were often restrained by parents. For example, one 
Australian girl was forbidden to marry her Italian boyfriend, to the lifelong 
regret of both. Another family returned a wedding gift sent to their daughter 
by a young Italian female friend.73 For every such case, however, there were 
gestures of friendship gratefully received from Australian women: 

She was a very good Australian lady. She crune and taught her how to 
make custard on the stove, sultana cake and bread and butter 
pudding ... Mrs. Kirwan was an angel. In all those times there were two 
angels. My school teacher, Mrs. Galway - if anybody called us 'dagos' she 
would say, "Why did you call them 'dagos'? Do you know what it 
means?"74 

Some Italian women were thus able to form friendships with such 
understanding Australian neighbours, who not only offered help and 
championship, but often helped to break the barriers of language. In another 
instance, Italian women formed a friendship with an Australian neighbour 

70 Noli, interview. 

71 Hostility towards Italians increased with the rise of unemployment in years leading up 
to the Depression, because it was considered that these concentrations of foreigners were 
not assimilable, competed with Australians for jobs and threatened Australian working 
conditions and living standards. Henderson, "Economic or Racist", pp.327-328. 

72 Noli, interview; Pisot, interview. 
73 Noli, interview. 
74 Ibid. 
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who sometimes helped with sewing clothes; 75 another regularly brought her 
children to play with the Italian children.76 

If conditions had slowly begun to improve for many Italian families, 
and women had accepted the fact that Australia was now their home, the 
advent of World War II and the entry of Italy into the war threw their lives 
into turmoil again. For one Italian family in Mossman, the war came 
perilously close in July 1942. Their baby daughter, the North's only known 
air raid victim, was injured when their home was peppered with shrapnel 
during a Japanese bombing raid at Miallo.77 But of widespread concern 
were the wartime internments of Italian men in southern camps, while 
women struggled to maintain properties in order to survive. Throughout 
North Queensland, women and children used horse-drawn ploughs, 
chipped, planted and cut sugar cane in their husband's absence.78 One 
husband was taken away the day his wife returned from hospital with their 
first child. 79 Another woman had one son interned while another was 
serving in the Australian armed forces. 80 And if sons and husbands were 
sometimes spared, sons-in-law, married to daughters born and educated in 
Mossman were at times not so fortunate. These latter women, at least, 
though lacking other means of support, were able to tum to parents for 
help.81 Others battled alone on properties, while some with absolutely no 
means of support existed on Government subsistence pensions. These 
pensions, payable to any Australian resident in destitute circumstances, 
precluded the ownership of any kind of property. 82 When one woman with 
no other means of support sold her husband's utility, she had to repay the 

75 DiPalma et al., interview. 
76 Re, interview. 
77 The Cairns Post, 22 February 1992, pp.24-26. 
78 D. Menghetti, "Italians in North Queensland, in Jupp (ed.), Australian People, p.602. 
79 Ferrero, interview. 
80 Noli, interview. 
81 DiPalma et al., interview. 
82 D. Menghetti, pers. comm., 21October1992. 
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whole fifteen pound subsidy she had received during her husband's 
internment. 83 

Daily anxieties were aggravated in the climate of discrimination and 
hostility which intensified during the war. One Italian couple was assaulted 
while walking into 'the pictures', a form of entertainment which abruptly 
ceased when all Italians were warned by the local police to stay away for 
their own sake.84 Rumours of spies patrolling headlands near farmhouses 
had women who could barely communicate in English, terrified of using 
Italian in their own home.85 One burnt her son's Grade Two schoolbooks 
which she had brought out from Italy; she also watched in horror as police 
arrived to investigate the significance of letters on their roof - her husband's 
initials, "L.B.", which he had proudly painted on years before.86 Another 
who had migrated with her parents as a child, was reprimanded for helping 
an old Italian lady in the street with some directions on a piece of paper.87 

Women were helpless to do other than pack their husbands' bags and wait 
for the dreaded knock on the door. With the patience that had characterised 
other confrontations with adversity, most women accepted these privations 
as an inevitable consequence of war. However, one woman raised and 
educated in Mossman undoubtedly voiced the frustrations of others when 
she, along with other women in the area, was advised to evacuate in case of 
a further Japanese advance: 

I said, "I am not leaving here. Firstly, you're interning the men, and if I go 
I may never know where by husband ends up. Secondly, we're not even 
free to go to the pictures any more. I don't know whether we are worse off 
in Japanese hands or in yours!"88 

As Borrie suggests, there is no indication of any "legacy of bitterness"89 

resulting from the internments among Italian women in Mossman. 

83 Contarino, interview. 
84 Noli, interview. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Pisot, interview. 
87 Noli, interview. 
88 Ibid. 
89 Borrie, Italians and Germans in Australia, p.117. 
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Nevertheless, for those threatened at the time with the loss of husband, 
home and possessions, Australian hostility was a real issue. 

At the same time, women were deprived of the comfort of contact with 
family in the old country, as overseas communications ceased. For more 
than one family, the first overseas mail in years brought unhappy tidings: 

When the war broke out, there was no mail coming through for a long 
time. We never heard how they were in Italy. Then with the first letter she 
got after the war she found out her sister had died ... that really broke her 
heart.90 

To the present day, for women who have long since forged strong bonds 
with this country, the one lingering regret has undoubtedly been the deep 
sense of separation from loved ones in time of need.91 

Many of the physical hardships encountered by Italian women of this 
period had earlier been faced by Australian women who had helped pioneer 
the area at the tum of the century.92 In the two decades after World War I, 
when many Australian farmers had already established themselves, Italian 
women were encountering the conditions of their Australian predecessors, 
in helping to develop new Crown land or partially cleared marginal 
properties discarded by Australians. Contemporary problems of transport, 
environment and isolation were shared by Australian and Italian alike, 
although Australian women of this period were generally not required to 
cook for gangs or work in the fields.93 But Italian women also faced 
momentous adjustments to a totally alien environment, language and way 
of life. Their position, moreover, was aggravated by the tenuous status of 
Italians in Australian society. For Italians, the mission to succeed on the 
land was urgent because of bleak employment prospects, a scant knowledge 
of the language and meagre means for returning to the home country. The 
struggle for survival was very much the women's fight too, particularly with 
the advent of war. 

90 DiPalma et al., interview. 
91 Re, interview. 

92 F. Franken, "Mowbray Valley-Early Development" in K. & V. Prince (eds), Early Days 
of the Douglas Shire, Cairns 1977, p.22. 

93 Allen, interview. 
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Despite a blanket assurance to the casual enquirer that all Italian women 
in the Mossman District were subjected to "more or less similar hard 
times",94 a variety of individual factors influenced the assimilation and 
integration of Italian women. Generally, those who arrived in the early 
1920s encountered the harsh conditions and daunting isolation that 
invariably accompany development of a new area. But even in the 
following decade when conditions for some had begun to improve, with the 
installation of telephones and the introduction of motor vehicles, the 
hardship experienced and the potential for integration and language 
assimilation, varied with location, economic situation, chance and 
opportunity. Two case studies of women who arrived in Mossman in the 
1930s illustrate the range of experiences encountered by Italian women in 
this later decade. Both hailed from the northern regions of Italy and both 
had set out with intentions of settling here. One took up residence to the 
north of Mossman, the other lived to the south. Each is content with the life 
she had made in Australia; and the two women, who have become lifelong 
friends, are well-respected in the Mossman community. 

Dora Ferrero (nee Noli) arrived in Mossman in 1939, a single woman 
aged twenty-nine.95 She came in search of improved opportunities, 
sponsored by a brother who had migrated in the 1920s after their father had 
died, leaving seven children aged thirteen months to seventeen years. From 
the age of twelve, Dora had been accustomed to working on the small 
family farming plot, as well as travelling to Switzerland to work in hotels 
during the skiing season when she was older. For six years she had been 
nanny for a wealthy family based in Milan. 

After the splendours of the cities of Northern Italy, Dora's first 
impressions of Mossman were of "another world". During her initial stay 
at her brother's place, she became acquainted with the unfamiliar aspects of 
rural living, until her marriage in 1941 to Luigi Ferrero, who had migrated 
at the age of fourteen in 1923. The couple acquired an isolated, partially 
developed property at Killaloe, nine miles south of Mossman township, a 

94 Comment by L. Ferrero in interview with Dora Ferrero. 
95 Ferrero, interview. All the following information and quotations relating to this case 

study were taken from this interview. 
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small fann which was gradually developed. The dwelling consisted of a 
small corrugated iron building with gnarled timber supports, open doorways 
and lift-out corrugated iron shutters for windows. The following year 
brought the birth of her son and an ominous prediction by the attending 
doctor at the hospital: 

Australia is not a good place for you now that Italy is at war. The child will 
be safe because he is born here, but it is no good for you. 

The day she brought the baby home, her husband was taken away for 
internment. 

For the next twelve months Dora lived alone with her baby on the 
property. Ineligible for government assistance, she tried to maintain the 
small sugar crop, chipping cane while caring for the baby and keeping a 
large vegetable garden and poultry as an essential food source. Not only did 
she have to cope with the solitude, there being no close neighbours, but also 
with near-drought conditions: 

I was left alone in the middle of the bush, with snakes around everywhere 
and not another Italian soul to talk to; without water ... There were two 
tanks, but it wouldn't rain. There was a sort of a creek which ran for three 
months of the year. I used to dig a hole to get some water, collect a 
bucketful and an hour later as it trickled up I would collect some more. The 
creek was a fair distance from the house, and I used to carry the water in 
two tins on a pole, like the Chinese. 

The situation improved a little with the arrival a year later of her sister
in-law, whose husband had also been interned. She too had a small child 
and would attend to the children and domestic chores while Dora continued 
to work in the fields. Their only outings were an occasional five-mile walk 
to Port Douglas for essentials, and the twice-weekly journey by trolley to 
the drop-off point beside the main tramway line to collect their meat and 
bread supplies. On one occasion they and the children had a lucky escape 
when their trolley careered into a mob of cattle at the bottom of a slope, 
with her sister-in-law frantically trying to halt its downhill progress by 
dragging onto the back. 

With her husband's return two years later, they were able to resume the 
gradual development of the property: 
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I always helped my husband with the planting. He would cut the cane, I 
would bag it all and we would plant it together in the afternoon. There was 
no money to employ any men. It was a very small fann until the scrub was 
gradually cleared .. .! helped with pulling up roots and burning. I used to 
collect the roots and branches into piles and at night we would burn them, 
about a hundred piles every night. Where there was stony soil, I used to 
pull up the rocks. We had a horse-drawn sled and I would load it up and 
throw them down a creek bank. 

For the most part, Dora worked and stayed at home, with occasional 
visits to her parents-in-law's home, where they always spoke Italian. The 
only other outside contacts were at school functions such as the 
"Cinderella" or fancy dress evenings, where she was always conscious of 
her inability to speak English. She rates the language as one of the worst 
aspects of life in Australia, one that she has since learnt to cope with, but 
has never completely overcome. 

Hempel suggests that complete assimilation of adult migrants is almost 
impossible,96 and it is evident that for women constrained by circumstances 
such as Dora's, assimilation is necessarily slow and painful. Now eighty
one, Dora still ventures little outside her close circle of friends and her 
home. But, like many other Italian women of her era, her immersion into 
Australian culture may be gauged from her closely-knit family. Both 
children are married to Australians, and her grandchildren, with whom she 
converses in English, are firmly entrenched in an Australian way of life. 

A contrasting study in assimilation may be glimpsed from the case of 
Mary Re, who arrived in Mossman in 1933 aged twenty-two. She embarked 
on her adventure in the company of her husband and another newly married 
couple, her uncle and her husband's sister.97 Her husband, resident in 
Mossman for twelve years, had returned to visit his home town in Italy and 
whilst there had met her uncle who was also on a return visit from 
Australia. Reciprocal invitations to each other's family home resulted 

96 Hempel, "Italians in Queensland", p.51. 
97 Re, interview. All the following information and quotations relating to this case study, 

were taken from this interview. 
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eventually in the double nuptials, and it was thus that Mary found herself, 
as a bride of two months, on her way to Australia. 

Like many women from a comfortable background, Mary had been 
mainly engaged in domestic chores and fine linen embroidery since leaving 
school. As with most people of her generation, she had received a fourth 
grade education, to the second last year of primary school, although her 
ambition had always been to become a doctor. At the time of meeting her 
husband, arrangements had been made for her to undertake a two-year 
course in obstetrics in Turin, with the ultimate intention of taking over a 
prestigious midwifery practice conducted by her aunt. 

The first indication that Mary's destination was some primitive 
backwater came with her first glimpse of the North, after a relatively 
comfortable journey by passenger ship and coastal steamer to Cairns: 

Cairns was just a small town, with few people and old houses, wide streets, 
mostly without bitumen .. .! knew I was going to the Never Never ... ln 
Cairns we bought a bed, a safe and one chair for me (my husband used a 
kerosene box) and we had them on the boat with us to Port Douglas. 

The barracks on her uncle's cane farm at Cassowary, south of Mossman, 
was home for the next three years, where Mary became accustomed to her 
new situation - the open spaces, the heat, the snakes and the 1934 cyclone! 
From her second year she cooked for canecutting gangs, and to a large 
extent kept busy with domestic chores and embroidery. 

After three years they acquired a property at Miallo, about six miles 
north of Mossman, an area with plentiful rain and a good flowing creek. 
The move ushered in the construction of a good solid home to replace the 
farm's existing old one, and the birth of their first child a year later. As with 
other Italian women, the war brought uncertainties - anxiety about 
evacuation, or how to cope alone with a small child if her husband were 
interned, her uncle having since left the district. There was also the 
possibility that their dream might disintegrate with the 'scorched earth' 
procedures which were to accompany any Japanese intrusion. On one Easter 
Sunday when she was ill with Dengue Fever, Mary thought her husband's 
turn had come when the police arrived, apparently seeking another man 
who was to be interned. She later discovered that her husband had, in fact, 
barely escaped internment, having been named at a meeting in town for 
possible denunciation to the police. 
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Mary was spared the worst of the hardships of isolation which 
beleaguered Italian woman by virtue of their physical surroundings and 
their inability to speak the language. Within months of their arrival at her 
uncle's barracks, her husband had bought an old car which enabled weekly 
trips to town and outings to 'the pictures'. This regular exposure to the 
language, along with her husband's encouragement and a determination to 
learn, was instrumental in helping her acquire a good knowledge of English. 
In addition, frequent visits by an Australian neighbour who brought her 
children along to play with her daughters, later provided an invaluable 
opportunity to improve her language skills. Consequently, she was able to 
participate at school functions, always felt accepted and exchanged social 
visits with her Australian counterparts. Contrary to the traditional concept 
of daughters as helpers in the home, Mary and her husband strove to 
provide a good education for their three daughters who left home at twelve 
to start secondary education and continued on to tertiary level, before taking 
up academic positions interstate - a rare accomplishment at the time for 
residents of an area remote from educational centres. 

Mary acknowledges that Australia has been good to her: despite initial 
difficulties and adjustments she never experienced such desperate straits as 
some of her contemporaries; circumstances allowed her to rise above the 
enforced isolation imposed by the constraints of language. Sharing with her 
Italian sisters of that period a pervasive love of home and an implicit faith 
in her husband as business head of the family, her biggest challenge came 
later after her husband's death. Steadfastly refusing to leave her home, six 
miles from town, with no family living in Mossman, she faced her own 
problems of isolation. This challenge she met, in her bereavement, with the 
same courage with which other women had overcome extreme physical 
hardship. In her words, "I studied and I cried, I studied and I cried" - until 
she was able to pass on her first attempt, both the mandatory written test 
and the practical driving test which enabled her to hold a driver's licence for 
the first time. At seventy-three, without any formal tuition in English, this 
was a real achievement. Mary is now eighty-two, and the licence remains 
her passport to independence and a busy social life. 

N. Pyke observes: 
... assimilation at any time is a slow and gradual two-way process, 
particularly difficult for older women to whom the previous social 
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environment means so much and so very largely determines their thought 
and way of life.98 

105 

And it is evident that for many Italian women who migrated to Mossman 
in the 1920s and 1930s, complete assimilation was to occur only with their 
children and grandchildren. For many, the early years of intense struggle 
consumed all other considerations and interests. Even as conditions 
improved, interests were often slow to extend beyond their own circle of 
family and friends. For if assimilation is a "two-way process", the 
friendship of Australians was undoubtedly crucial in facilitating acquisition 
of the language and adaptation to a new culture. When women encountered 
more favourable circumstances, with the opportunity of regular contact with 
Australians and the means to surmount the problems of isolation, they 
adapted more readily. 

For the most part, Italian women in Mossman rose to the challenges of 
an alien setting, embracing their lot with courage and persistence while 
supporting each other in times of need. Their initial struggle for survival 
was compounded by the problems of a strange language, the isolation of a 
newly developed area, the Depression and war-time internments, which also 
influenced their assimilation into Australian society, as did the attitudes of 
Australian contemporaries. Their contribution was crucial in maintaining 
family stability and achieving economic independence in a new country. 
And while for many, circumstances dictated a slow process of adaptation 
and assimilation, the love of home and family which had initially nurtured 
the desire for an early return to Italy, was soon transplanted to their new 
country. The women who had come to Mossman ''just for a few years" in 
the 1920s and 1930s, helped forge a permanent home for themselves and 
their Australian descendants. 

98 N.O.P. Pyke, "Some Reflections on Italian Immigration into Australia", Australian 
Quarterly, Vol.18, 4 (1946), p.41. 



The Aramac Tramway 

Anne Smith 

The town of Aramac is the seat of local government for the Shire of the 
same name which lies between the 22nd and 24th parallels of central
western Queensland. European settlement of the district began in the 
pastoral boom in the 1860s during which sheep grazing spread across 
tropical Queensland. The district has remained mostly wool producing to 
the present day. The two towns - Aramac and Muttaburra - came into 
existence to serve the needs of the pastoral industry and have remained 
wholly dependent upon it. Local government commenced in 1879 when the 
Divisional Board Act became law: changes in nomenclature (from Division 
to Shire) were made by the 1902 Act. Since 1879 the majority of Chainnen 
and members of the local government body have been pastoralists. Not 
surprisingly, their preoccupation has been with the needs of the pastoral 
industry. Despite finance remaining almost a perennial local government 
concern for the entire period, both Board and Council members have 
maintained a long-term commitment to low rates. Presumably members 
were reluctant to put financial pressure on people in similar circumstances 
to themselves affected by droughts or slumps in the pastoral industry. The 
only conspicuous exception was the construction of the Aramac Tramway. 
Owned and operated by the Aramac Shire Council, the Tramway was the 
Shire's boldest public enterprise, linking Aramac and Barcaldine and 
providing a service for the people of the district. At first sight it seems 
completely at odds with the consistent commitment to the lowest possible 
level of rates. In reality its construction was in line with the local 
government body's overriding concern for communications and 
transportation - reflected in the preoccupation with watering facilities on the 
stock routes in earlier years and roadworks in later years. Ironically 
improved road transport was one of the factors which contributed largely 
to the Tramway's demise. 

The concept of a tramway built and operated by a local authority was 
not new in Queensland. As early as 1897 the Cairns Divisional Board 
opened the Cairns-Mulgrave Tramway. Other local authorities followed 
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their example, in some instances combining forces when the tramway ran 
through more than one local authority area. 

Major lines were built from Townsville (Stuart) to Ayr, Bowen to 
Proserpine, and smaller ones to Hatton (now Finch Hatton), and along 
McGregor Creek in the Mackay District to serve sugar areas. In Southern 
Queensland 3'6" gauge lines were built to Belmont (now a suburb of 
Brisbane), Mount Crosby near Ipswich from Tannymorel to Mount 
Colliery, a coal mine near Killamey. The major line in the south served the 
dairying area of the Upper Logan, running from Beaudesert to Rathdowney 
and Christmas Creek. Other Shires built public narrow gauge lines while 
the Cooktown Town Council operated the Cooktown to Laura Railway 
when the Government decided to close the line. 1 

A railway linking Aramac and Muttaburra with other central western 
towns was mooted as early as 1881 when it was proposed to build a 
transcontinental rail line from Roma to Point Parker on the Gulf of 
Carpentaria, via Charleville, Blackall, Aramac, Muttaburra, Winton, and 
Cloncurry. But the notion lapsed for a time when the Transcontinental 
Railway Bill was defeated in the Queensland parliament on 5 July 1883.2 

In 1897 local citizens, together with members of the Rockhampton 
Chamber of Commerce, met the Minister for Railways and proposed a 
branch line from Barcaldine to Muttaburra. This suggestion was rejected, 
as was a similar proposal at a later date.3 Believing there was little chance 
of having the government implement their scheme in the short term, the 
Council decided to take the initiative; at the monthly meeting in April 1906 
it was resolved that the Shire undertake construction of their own tramway 
between Aramac and Barcaldine. George Phillips, previously chief 

1 J. Kerr, "Ararnac Tramway", North Queensland Register, 29 May 1976. 
2 Opposition centred upon the proposal to reward the developers with land grants of 

approximately 12 million acres, much of it prime pastoral land. 0. de Satge, Pages from 
the Journal of a Queensland Squatter, London 1901, p.338. QPD 1881, vol.XXXV 
pp.295-6, 1883, vol.XXXIX pp.61, 147. 

3 Queenslander, IO July 1897. Western Champion, 24 July 1905. 



108 THE ARAMAC TRAMWAY 

construction engineer for the Beaudesert Tramway, would be engaged as 
engineer.4 

In late May and early June 1906 Phillips carried out a preliminary 
survey of the proposed route of 41 miles. His report was encouraging: 

The country is so favourable for light railway construction that the 
formation can closely follow the natural surface of the ground except at the 
Blue-bush swamp at about 6 miles from Barcaldine where I propose to 
raise the formation from 12 to 18 inches for a distance of about two miles 
in order to keep the rails free from water. 

He estimated the cost at £55,000 (£1,300 a mile). Gross earnings, based 
on 13,000 train miles per year (three trains a week each way) would need 
to be 6/11 V4d per train mile for the tramway to meet the cost of maintenance 
and running expenses as well as interest and redemption on the loan. 
Despite the absence of statistics on the stock and wool the tramway could 
expect to handle in a season, he estimated that when the district had fully 
recovered from the recent severe drought, tramway losses, if any, would be 
"trifling", and not adversely affect the Shire's finance.5 

The report encouraged the Council to go ahead. A deputation consisting 
of Phillips, the Hon. J. Payne (MLA for the Mitchell district), and 
Councillors D.C. Cameron, and E.W. Bowyer, met the Queensland Premier; 
they announced their intention to construct the tramway under the 
provisions of the Local Authorities Act of 1902, and requested a loan to 
cover costs of a permanent survey of the route. Though not averse to the 
proposal, the Premier suggested construction under the new Railway Act, 
(commonly known as the Guarantee Act). Under this legislation the 
government would build and operate the railway, the local authority 

4 Aramac Shire Council Records (ASC) Minutes, 10 April 1906. ASC to G. Phillips, 12 
April 1906, Correspondence Out. Phillips had also been construction engineer on the 
Stone River tramway, the Croydon-Nonnanton railway and the Cairns Divisional Board's 
Mulgrave railway. J. Wegner, Hinchinbrook: The Hinchinbrook Shire Council, 1879-
1979, MA, JCU 1984, pp.477-8. 

Phillips to ASC, 13 June 1906, ASC to Col. Treasurer, 16 November 1906, 31 July 
1908, to Hon. J. Payne, 21September1907, to Premier, 9 August 1907, Correspondence 
Out. 
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meeting working expenses and part of the interest on capital expenditure. 
The financial arrangements were attractive but there was no guarantee 
when, and indeed whether, the railway would be constructed. So many 
centres were clamouring for railways that there seemed little likelihood of 
another branch line being constructed in a purely pastoral district in the near 
future under the Guarantee Act. The Premier is said to have promised 
money for the survey; no written confirmation was ever obtained, and no 
money. The Council decided to go ahead with constructing the line itself as 
originally proposed, under the provisions of the Local Authorities Act of 
1902.6 

A feature survey was carried out by Phillips in late 1906.7 The area 
served mostly sheep country: five pastoral leases - Mount Comish, Aramac, 
Bowen Downs, Coreena and Kensington - which together carried about 
700,000 sheep fully stocked, and some grazing farms. In all the benefited 
area carried about one million sheep when fully stocked. Five small pastoral 
leases (mostly cattle), with little use for the tramway, were not included in 
the benefited area. 8 

In February 1908 an informal poll showed a majority of 73 ratepayers 
in favour of the proposed tramway, and the Aramac Tramway League was 
formed to promote construction. Not everyone approved. Rival groups 
within the central and northern districts were lobbying for linking the 
Central Railway (which reached Longreach in 1892), and the Northern 
railway (which was extended to Winton in 1899). In Muttaburra, a group of 
ratepayers also objected to the proposed tramway. Believing that their area 
would benefit little, they formed the Muttaburra Railway League to agitate 

6 ASC Minutes, 27 July 1906, 16 October 1908. Queensland Statutes, vol.9, 1900-1902, 
pp.285-323. Western Champion, 5 August 1906, 21March1908. 

7 At a cost of £1,435. ASC to Premier, 9 August 1907, to Home Secretary, 28 November 
1910, Correspondence Out. 

8 ASC to Premier, 9 August 1907, Correspondence Out. 
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for a government railway from Barcaldine to Hughenden, including 
Muttaburra in the proposal.9 

They had the support of Councillor E.G. Parnell of Tuaburra who 
questioned the viability of the Council's plan; construction under the Local 
Authorities Act, he argued, would cost an extra £33,000 in meeting 
government requirements. At the Council meeting on 16 October 1908, he 
presented a petition from 23 ratepayers for a poll to allow ratepayers to 
decide under which legislation the tramway should be built, but it was 
shelved on a motion by Cr. Bowyer (secretary of the Aramac Tramway 
League). Soon after, Phillips was empowered to make a permanent survey 
of the proposed tramway area; completed in early 1909, essentially it 
reflected his preliminary survey. 10 

At their March meeting that year the Council decided to go ahead, 
borrowing £66,500. The line would be laid to government standards, so that 
nothing would prevent the government from taking it over once built; the 
government might be even induced to incorporate the line into a link-up of 
Central and Northern railways. 11 

Although a poll in mid-May 1909 showed a majority of ratepayers in 
favour of the proposal, agitation continued for the rail-link between Central 
and Northern lines. The Council decision to proceed was carried on the 
Chairman's casting vote. The Muttaburra Tramway League kept up 
agitation for a rail-link between Barcaldine and Hughenden, and led two 
deputations to the Minister for Railways in late 1909 and August 1910. The 
only concession obtained was the promise that a government survey of the 

9 ASC Minutes, 13 December 1907. ASC to Phillips, 8 January 1908, to Colonial 
Treasurer, 21May1908, Correspondence Out. Western Champion, 29 February 1908, 
29 August 1909. J. Kerr, Triumph of Narrow Gauge, Brisbane 1990, p.224. 

10 ASC Minutes, 16 October 1908. Western Champion, 5 August 1906, 21 March, 24 
October 1908. R. Miller to Phillips, 30 March 1908. ASC to Home Secretary, 28 
November 1910, Correspondence Out. 

11 Memo 27 March 1909, Correspondence Out. ASC Minutes, 12, 20 March 1909. Westem 
Champion, 20 March 1909. 
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proposed routes for the rail-link would soon be carried out.12 The 
Pastora/ists' Review commented on the lobbying by the rival groups: 

residents of...Longreach and Hughenden, Barcaldine and Aramac, are each 
agitating for one or other of the rival routes. In the case of Aramac, it is 
proposed to construct a tramway from Barcaldine, which would form the 
first section of a line to Hughenden, if such a line were decided upon by 
the Government, whilst at Longreach public opinion seems to be divided 
on the subject of connection with Winton, 13 and in any case the promoters 
of the movement are inclined to stipulate that the connection, if 
constructed, must be on the basis of a State line, that is, no guarantee will 
be offered. At Hughenden the advocates of the Barcaldine-Hughenden line 
appear to be fairly numerous, and are, moreover, quite willing-to undertake 
the burden of guaranteeing the success of the proposal. Meantime, the 
supporters of the connecting link between Clermont and Ravenswood are 
not apathetic, and the Government will have a knotty question to decide 
when it comes to deliberate on the rival routes. 

In November 1910 the Shire Council held a second poll of ratepayers 
to decide whether the tramway should be constructed by the Council. In the 
preceding month, rival groups attempted to influence its outcome. The 
Aramac Tramway League confidently urged ratepayers to vote for the 
tramway: 

[t]he tramway means immediate progress and prosperity, cheap passenger 
fares and 50 p.c. reduction in all carriage, and no earthly possibility of any 
liability to the ratepayers, having one million and a quarter sheep behind 
it... 

12 ASC Minutes, 12 March, 21 May, 28 August 1909, 13, 20 August 1910. Western 
Champion, 8, 15 May, 28 August 1909, 13, 20 August 1910. Pastoralists' Review, 16 
August 1909. 

13 A number ofLongreach ratepayers, mainly in the more outlying areas along the proposed 
route, believed their interests would be better served with a rail-link between Longreach 
and Winton. But most were opposed, not wanting to lose the advantages of being the 
terminus of the line. A.G. Moffat, The Longreach Story, Sydney 1987, pp.219-20. 
Western Champion, 20 August 1920. 
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They argued that even if a government survey was carried out of the 
Barcaldine-Hughenden route, there was no guarantee that it would be 
ultimately chosen. At the same time the Muttaburra Railway League 
accused "a very small faction who control the Aramac Shire Council" of 
being "actuated by purely local motives", and exhorted ratepayers to vote 
against the tramway, as the loan would cost the shire 2% more per year than 
a loan for a government-built railway. Moreover, all ratepayers would be 
taxed, while only those in the vicinity of Aramac and the tramway would 
benefit. 14 

The opposition from this area of the Shire is understandable. They 
believed their interests at risk unless the line extended to Muttaburra or 
beyond. Doubtless all parties recognised the advantages in being the railway 
terminus. It would be the hub of the district on which carriers and people of 
the district would converge; larger rail facilities would require a larger staff 
and provide more work for those near the terminus. But there is nothing to 
suggest that the Shire Council was acting with only the interests of Aramac 
at heart. They hoped that the tramway, built to government specifications, 
would influence the government when the final decision was made to link 
up Northern and Central Railway lines; the line would then pass through 
Muttaburra. This aspiration may have originated with Phillips: certainly he 
encouraged it. In a letter addressed to the Western Champion on 3 April 
1908, 15 Phillips drew attention to the application for the government to take 
over the Beaudesert Tramway: made as soon as it opened in 1903 and still 
being pressed. There were grounds for optimism. It was already clear that 
the Townsville-Ayr Tramway, opened in 1901, would be incorporated into 
the Townsville-Rockhampton main line; (it was, in 1911). Also in 1911, the 
Cairns-Mulgrave Tramway (opened in 1897), was taken over by the 
government and operated as a branch line. 16 

14 Petition, 29 August 1910, ASC. Western Champion, 22 October, 5, 12 November 1910. 
Pastoralists' Review, 16 April 1909. 

15 Not published by the paper, the letter was printed by C. W. Kingston, Aramac, at a date 
unknown. 

16 Kerr, Triumph of Narrow Gauge, pp.101-2. 
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The poll, conducted on 14 November 1910, was a victory for the 
Aramac Tramway League; 65% voted in favour of the tramway; in fact 
"they went to nearly defeating the anti-tramites in their stronghold -
Muttaburra", 17 voting for the tramway, and 23 against. 17 The tramway was 
gazetted in March 1911, with a Treasury loan of £66,500 approved for its 
construction. On 3 April that year Phillips was appointed engineer with full 
authority to carry out construction. The tramway would be of 3'6"gauge, of 
light construction laid in 42lb. Moss Bay English steel rail; 18 when 
completed it would cover 42 miles, the greater part unballasted, with 
gradients mostly 1 in 200 with a few steep sections of 1 in 75, and include 
24 bridges. It would connect the town of Aramac with the Queensland 
government railway's (QGR) Central Line at Aramac Junction - about half 
a mile west of the Barcaldine railway station. From this junction the Shire's 
trains would pass over QGR line and come under the control of the QGR 
staff at Barcaldine. The QGR rolling stock would be used on agreed terms; 
maintenance of the track to government standards would be supervised by 
QGR staff but carried out by the Shire's own maintenance gang. At speeds 
expected to average between twenty and twenty-five miles an hour, the 
journey between Aramac and Barcaldine would take about two and a half 
hours. Several sidings on the line would provide loading facilities or mail 
storage for nearby station properties; one at 22 miles would serve as an 
intermediate station office. 19 

Work was quickly under way, but funds ran out when the line was 
within a few miles of the terminus; the Council had to apply for an 
additional loan of £10,000. The cost of sleepers and bridge timbers 

17 Voter tum-out was 85%. Memo 17 October 1910, ASC to Home Secretary, 28 
November 1910, Correspondence Out. ASC Minutes, 25 November 1910. Western 
Champion, 19 November 1910. 

18 Rails on Queensland main lines were normally of 60lbs. 

19 QGG, vol.XCIV, 18 March 1911, pp.1159-60. ASC Minutes, 3 April 1911, 15 
November 1912. ASC to Fraser, 5 April 1911, Correspondence Out Western Champion, 
4 March 1911, 25 November 1912. H. Teasdale private papers. R. Preston and T. 
Tonkies, "The Aramac Tramway," Australian Railway Historical Society Bulletin, 
no.238, August 1957, p.119. D. Burke, "Aramac to Barcaldine Railway", Ibid., no.104, 
June 1946, p. l 02. 
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exceeded estimate because timber had to be carted from as far away as 
Gladstone and Bundaberg; bad weather delayed work when normally dry 
channels were turned into raging torrents. The absence of local suitable 
ballast also caused delays. Labour costs increased by 12.5% after the survey 
was carried out. And despite the offer of very high wages skilled tradesmen 
were difficult to obtain, presumably because similar work was available 
nearer more populated districts. None of the bridge carpenters with whom 
engineer Phillips had previously worked would tender for the bridge
building, presumably for the same reason. Of the gang of seven employed, 
only a few were tradesmen and the Council had to rely heavily on the 
practical bridge- building experience of the foreman, W.H.Clarke. Further 
delays occurred when the plate-laying gang of 33 men went on strike on 20 
February 1912. They were out a week; their union refused to authorise the 
strike and Foreman Clarke refused to meet their demands for a rise in wages 
of 6d a day. With little support locally, and the knowledge that there were 
many unemployed men seeking employment due to the Brisbane Tramway 
and General Strike, they returned to work on the same rates as before.20 

Delays in completing similar public works were common: difficult to 
predict, impossible to avoid entirely. Some reasons why costs exceeded 
estimates, on the other hand, were foreseeable and should have been taken 
into account. With timber always in short supply in the district, the Council 
should have foreseen the extra cost incurred. Nor were labour shortages 
uncommon in that region; it should have been anticipated that skilled 
tradesmen would be difficult to obtain if similar work in more settled 
districts was available. That said, the under-estimation was modest: only 
15%. In Queensland railway construction, estimates were commonly, 

20 ASC Minutes, 15November1912. ASC to Treasury, 28 February 1912, Correspondence 
Out Western Champion, 24 February, 30 March, 23 November 1912, 1February,5 July, 
23November1913. L. Kingston, Notes from a Treasured Past, Bundaberg 1981, p.90. 
D.J. Murphy, "The General and Tramway Strike, 1912", in Murphy (ed.), Big Strikes, 
pp.117-31. 
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6. The first train crossing Aramac Creek to enter Aramac, September 1913 (John Oxley Library) 
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almost routinely too low. For the Southern and Western Queensland 
railways the final construction figures were 35.5% higher than estimated.21 

Initially the government refused the additional loan of £10,000. But 
following a Council deputation to the Treasurer on 8 January 1913, the loan 
was approved, though not without complaint that the estimate 
accompanying the request was carelessly prepared in the conviction that the 
government had no choice. 

When construction of the tramway reached 'Mildura', the half-way 
point, a 'B Class' steam locomotive began running from Barcaldine; two 
motor vehicles carried passengers between Mildura and Aramac until the 
official opening on 2 July 1913 .22 The benefits of the tramway were great 
and undeniable. For those within reach it brought to communication with 
the coast a reliability previously unknown and indeed impossible,23 equally 
important in getting products of the district out and essential supplies in. 
Hardly less important was flexibility; services could be increased greatly at 
short notice. This was demonstrated when drought affected the district soon 
after the tramway opening. When large numbers of stock had to be trucked 
to market or to agistrnent areas, and fodder brought in for starving stock, 
two trains a day might run several times a week. Relative speed as well as 
reliability brought the boon of fresh fruit and vegetables four times a week, 
almost regardless of weather. Other benefits accrued mainly to Aramac as 
the terminus; this foreseeable result accounts for much of the rivalry before 
the scheme was implemented and for a measure of jealousy afterwards. 

21 Construction costs of the Caims-Kuranda, Cooktown and Toowoomba railways, for 
example, greatly exceeded initial estimates. A.J. Smith, Money Will Build a Railway 
Anywhere: The Construction of the Caims-Kuranda Railway, 1886-1892, BA(Hons), 
JCU 1991. Kerr, Triumph of Narrow Gauge, pp.13-4, 22, 51-2. Treasury to ASC, 5 
December 1912, 13 January 1913, Correspondence In. ASC to Treasury, 19 November 
1912, Miller to Treasury, 21 February 1913, Correspondence Out. Western Champion, 
25 January 1913. 

22 ASC Minutes, 29 August 1912. Western Champion, 21 September, 30 November 1912, 
5 July 1913. J. Kingston, Notes from A Treasured Past, Bundaberg 1981, p.91. Kerr, 
Triumph of Narrow Gauge, p.105. 

23 Even today, after huge expenditure on roads, it is common throughout North Queensland 
for railways to remain open in the wet season when roads are impassable through 
flooding. 
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There was some new employment: not large but important in a district 
where employment opportunities were always limited. There was also some 
increased business, partly at the expense ofBarcaldine. Once the tramway 
was completed it was not unusual for 30 wagons, some with very large 
loads, to converge on Aramac; previously "most of the carriers used to go 
to Barcaldine" .24 

There were, however, occasions when monsoonal rain interfered with 
smooth operation: 

quite often the engine driver was confronted with the prospect of taking his 
train across a flooded Aramac Creek on his return from Barcaldine. One 
occasion is recalled when the train was taken across the creek with flood 
waters level with the top girders of the bridge. Under such circumstances 
one wonders if the council should have supplied the passengers with life 
jackets for preservation had the train taken a plunge into the creek. 

A largely unballasted line in black soil country was difficult to maintain, 
but tight financial circumstances dictated that maintenance be kept to a 
minimum. Consequently: 

each successive wet season the sleepers gradually disappeared beneath the 
surface of the ground, aided, unfortunately, by the weight of the 60-ton 
locomotive and the laden coal and water tender. It then became an 
everlasting task for the lengthsmen to raise the sleepers and the rails above 
the black soil in order to pack the line with whatever resources were 
available. 

Derailments also occurred when the track slipped and spread during the 
wet season; the soil when wet became "a veritable quagmire", and ballast 
had to be poured into weaker sections and re-sleepering undertaken. But 
mostly the tramway provided a reliable service for the district, run by an 
efficient staff. 

Annual figures for its workings indicate that locals quickly took 
advantage of the service. In 1915, the second full year of operation, it 
carried 4079 tons of general goods; 53 tons of timber; 4041 tons (23,267 
bales) of wool; 265,058 sheep; 578 horses; 475 cattle; 133 dogs; 117 bikes; 
1414 First Class passengers; 5,227 Second Class passengers. But the profit 

24 Interview, Mrs A. Payne, 7 April 1986. Kingston, Notes from A Treasured Past, p.95. 
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margin on running costs was always small: total revenue for the year was 
£12,087, expenditure £11,148.25 

A second 'B Class' steam locomotive was purchased in 1915 after the 
original one proved too old and too light,26 and as pastoralists found, outside 
factors also influenced finances. During World War I maintenance materials 
were scarce and tramway traffic declined alarmingly. In 1917 business 
"reached bedrock" due to the shearers' strike; at the height of shearing "not 
one bale of wool was transported by train from Aramac". To cover 
operational costs and repayments during the war, cost-cutting was 
necessary. One staff member was laid off in December 1914; the 
maintenance gang was reduced to half strength in October 1916. In March 
1918 further retrenchment of staff was carried out, though the numbers are 
not known. In the same period freight rates and fares were increased: by 
33% in early March 1914; by 50% in November 1916; and by an unknown 
percentage in June 1918. Regular train services were reduced to twice 
weekly in early 1918; in 1919 special reductions on wool and stock were 
offered to producers outside the 70 mile radius of the tramway to induce 
them to use the line.27 

By the mid 1920s there was no doubt that the tramway was fulfilling its 
primary purpose. It was providing services not possible by any other means 
then available, services valuable at all times and almost beyond price during 
the droughts the district had come to regard as inevitable. It was doing so, 
moreover, without encumbering the Shire financially; its earnings were 
covering all costs. Despite wartime problems, accounts for 1919 proved the 
tramway viable; a surplus of £1,300 remained after interest and redemption 
had been met. £2,500 was placed at fixed deposit for 12 months;28 and a 
Treasury loan of £7,500 was secured to purchase a new 'PB15' steam 

25 Western Champion, 19 February 1916. 
26 ASC Minutes, 20 November 1915. All bridges had to be strengthened for the new 

engine. Kerr, "Aramac Tramway". 
27 Miller to J. Pickles, 9 December 1914, Correspondence Out. ASC Minutes, 27 March 

1914~ 2 September, IO November 1916, 15 September 1917, 23 March, 28 June 1918, 
16 May 1919. 

28 ASC Minutes, 8 June 1920, 15 September 1922.. 
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locomotive.29 By the time it was delivered in 1924, tramway business had 
sharply declined, largely due to dry conditions. In the early months of the 
drought the tramway was kept busy trucking stock for sale or agistment, or 
carrying fodder for starving stock. But as drought persisted and flocks were 
reduced, tramway business declined accordingly. 

By the late 1920s the tramway, like railways generally, was beginning 
to feel the competition of motor transport. By 1927 it was "running at a 
heavy loss" with business down by 66%; severe flood damage to the line in 
January 1928 added to the problem. For the first time since construction of 
the tramway the Council was unable to meet interest and redemption due 
on 30 June 1928. Fortunately, it was able to persuade the government to 
suspend redemption payments for three years; a penny rate was struck on 
ratepayers within the benefited area to provide extra finance. With the onset 
of the depression staff retrenchments were again necessary in 1930.30 

The tramway was to survive another 45 years, but from 1930 its 
economic state was at best precarious. For most of the period 1930-55, the 
Council were barely able to meet running costs, in spite of substantial 
assistance from the State government. For a large part of that period interest 
and redemption payments were waived; in 1943 £25,000 of the £79,575 still 
owing on the loan was written off on the recommendation of the tramway 
committee set up in 1941. To meet loan arrears in 1937 the Council 
considered striking a special tramway levy. But investigations revealed that 
portion of the original tramway benefited area had inadvertently been 
transferred to Barcaldine in 1931 when general boundary changes had 
occurred. Despite protests from the Barcaldine Shire and property owners 
in the affected portion, boundaries between the two Shires were returned on 
25 September 1937 to those before the Order in Council 1931. 

Instead of the special levy, cost-cutting was resorted to in late 1938; the 
rebate on beef was discontinued, tramway concession tickets withdrawn and 
one staff member retrenched. In 1939 the Council attempted to have the 
whole Shire included in the tramway benefited area as some property 

29 Built by the QGR. 
30 ASC Minutes, 13 July 1923, 18 February, 19 June 1928, 15 November 1930. 

Submissions, ASC to Treasury, 11May1931, Correspondence Out. 
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owners, for whom the tramway was the natural rail outlet, were outside it. 
But they were unsuccessful. Presumably the objections of 22 property 
owners were heeded: some without access to the tramway paid the rate; 
others outside the benefited area but with access found it further by road to 
the tramway than to stations on the Central railway; others complained they 
paid more freight by using the tramway and still had to pay the tramway 
rate.31 

During World War II maintenance materials were again in short supply; 
regular services were reduced to twice weekly in early 1940 for the duration 
of the war. Only running repairs were carried out to the permanent way 
during the 1940s; rebuilding the Station-master's house after it burnt down 
in late 1948 was the largest single expense. By the mid-1950s heavy 
maintenance of the entire line was unavoidable. Freight charges, increased 
in 1956 after the government refused another request for monetary 
assistance, were clearly inadequate: when the QGR warned in February 
1957 that Departmental locomotives and rolling stock could not continue 
to travel the permanent way unless substantial repairs were carried out, the 
Council were compelled to strike a special levy on the benefited area. The 
£30,000 thus raised in 1958 was used to rebuild or repair all bridges in the 
early 1960s and to purchase a new 16-ton Comeng diesel locomotive. 
Cheaper to operate than the previous engine, the lighter diesel was also less 
subject to derailment on inferior track. In August 1963 the Council 
purchased a second-hand Railmotor (RM28) and carriages, and in early 
1968 a new Caterpillar D333(B), 19 ton locomotive;32 both gave good 
service to the tramway for the remainder of its lifetime. 

31 ASC Minutes, 17 June 1933, 3 July 1937, 13 August 1938, I May 1940, 13 September 
1941, 13 November 1943, 14 October 1944, 28 June 1950, 8 July 1953. Dept. of Health 
& Home Affairs to Mins. for Agriculture & Stock. 27 April 1937, Dept. of Health & 
Home Affairs Corres. QSA. Mins. for Health & Home Affairs to ASC, 26 November 
1940, Correspondence In. ASC to Dept. of Health & Home Affairs, 6 July 1937, 
Correspondence Out. 

32 ASC Minutes, 13 April 1940, 28 October 1948, 24 March 1949, 17 September 1952, 26 
May, 28 July, 16 October 1956, 13 November 1957, 13 June 1958, 10 July 1963, 30 
June 1967. Longreach Leader, 24 April, 16 October 1958. 
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The pastoral slump of the 1970s was reflected in workings of the 
tramway. Prevailing dry conditions reduced stock numbers and tramway 
business declined accordingly. As roads improved, the long-term loss of 
business to road transport continued. More and more property owners found 
it cheaper to send their wool clip by road; repeated requests for the QGR to 
reduce wool freight went unheeded. In July 1972 Cabinet approved a grant 
of $36,800 to meet the accumulated deficit of the tramway fund, but the 
overdraft soared from $30,000 in 1974, to $100,000 by September 1975;33 

between 1971 and 1975 the Government injected $129,390 into the 
tramway account to meet the accumulated deficit.34 Yet some capital 
expenditure was unavoidable. The termite-damaged railway station had to 
be replaced in 1971; extensive repairs to the tracks were necessary after 
serious flood damage in 1974. 

By 1975 the inevitable could be deferred no longer. A new wool freight 
contract announced by the QGR cut returns on wool carried over the 
tramway. At the same time completion of the sealed road from Aramac to 
Barcaldine heralded further loss of traffic to road transport.35 The last 
passenger service ran on 21 December 1975;36 the tramway closed ten days 
later. Lifting the rails began after the tender of the Australian Sugar 
Producers' Association Ltd. was accepted in February 1976.37 

In retrospect it is clear that three factors denied the tramway a 
permanent existence; two were government decisions. Despite repeated 
urging the government declined to take over the tramway as part of the 
QGR network.38 Then, instead of incorporating it into a link between the 
Central and Northern lines the government completed a separate link from 
Longreach to Winton in September 1928.39 Finally there was the growth of 

33 ASC Minutes, 13 November 1968, 12 July 1972, 14 August 1974, 10 September 1975. 
34 Aramac Tramway Museum inscription. 
35 ASC Minutes, 10 March 1971, 13 February, 12 June 1974, 12 November 1975. 
36 Ibid., 10 December 1975. Proceeds were donated to local charities. 
37 For $262,400. Ibid., 13 February 1976. 
38 The first as early as 1915, the last as late as 1958. Ibid., 15 October 1915, 12 March 

1958. 
39 Kerr, Triumph of Narrow Gauge, p.224. 
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competing road services aided by what amounted to massive government 
subsidies in the form of expenditure on roads. But for fully half a century 
after it was opened in 1913 the tramway served the district well, at 
moderate expense. 40 

40 With the assistance of a Local Government grant of $15,000, the Railmotor RM28 and 
trailer, together with a short section of rail, were later housed in the goods shed which 
was converted to a museum. ASC Minutes, 15 March, 9 August 1978. 



"Money will force a Railway anywhere ... ": Construction 
of the Cairns-Kuranda railway line, 1886-1892 

Alan Smith 

The railway that connects the north Queensland coastal town of Cairns 
with the Atherton Tablelands was first seriously considered in the early 
1880s to provide communication between the mining town of Herberton 
and the coast. It was the railway policy of the government of the day to 
connect both towns by what was known as a "developmental" line: one 
which would be built and operated at minimal cost, while serving to open 
up to development and settlement the region through which it passed. The 
principal difficulty of building the line was that the coastal range, extending 
from well north of Port Douglas to south of Mourilyan Harbour, posed a 
significant obstacle. Proposed routes from Port Douglas, Cairns and 
Mourilyan Harbour were considered in terms of their total distance, their 
maximum height above sea level,1 and their economy in overcoming the 
obstacle of the coastal range. Following extensive surveys, the Cairns route 
was chosen because its shorter length would require less time for 
construction. The superiority of Cairns harbour and of the timber country 
that this line would open up, meant that this route best served the 
government's purpose. 

The railway was to be built from the coastal terminus inland in a number 
of stages, or sections. The first extended from Cairns to the base of the 
coastal range, whilst the second climbed the escarpment of the coastal range 
via the gorge formed by the Barron River as it fell to the coastal plain.3 

2 

The higher the altitude, the greater the cost of building and maintenance. 

Port Douglas's open roadstead would have necessitated the lighterage of cargoes; 
Mourilyan Harbour, although deep, could accommodate only a few vessels at a time. 

The railway was officially opened to Herberton on 20 October 1910. The total capital 
cost of the railway (including buildings) by the end of the 1911 financial year was: 

Section Cost Cost/Mile 
Caims-Mareeba £1,320,476 £27,747 
Mareeba-Atherton £63,149 £2,970 
Atherton-Herberton £127,750 £8,562 
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Selection of the Barron Gorge route in preference to those from other 
towns, and even alternative routes from Cairns itself, was due to the fact 
that the lowest point in the coastal range was at the head of the Barron 
Gorge, at 1,050 feet.4 

From the outset, the government surveyors on the second section were 
confronted with terrain so steep and unstable that they often had to be slung 
over the mountainside on ropes in order to put in their markers. At one 
point the difficulties were so great that they simply marked the plan 
"inaccessible". Many of the spurs were enormous landslips with little 
stability or stratification. The surveyors must have been aware of this, yet 
failed to follow standard Railway Departmental procedure and order the 
sinking of trial shafts to find proper foundation. 

This appears surprising in view of the numerous preliminary surveys that 
preceded selection of the route up the Barron Gorge. It may be attributed in 
part to the costs and delays imposed by those surveys, together with the 
obvious superiority of the chosen route over any alternative. 

The line between Cairns and Kuranda effectively comprises two 
different railways: a coastal line to Redlynch, and a mountain railway to the 
top of the coastal range. It was from the government's failure to 
acknowledge this essential distinction that the contractor for the second 
section was to suffer so much hardship.5 Indeed, while this paper is 
principally concerned with the construction of the second section, the 
failure of two separate contractors to complete the comparatively easy first 
section will be examined in order to highlight the accomplishment in 

These figures illustrate the significant costs associated with the difficult Cairns Range 
section. Letter, Deputy Commissioner Queensland Railways, to Mr P.C. Savage, 20 
December 1985. 

4 Compared with, for instance, 1,450 feet on the route from Port Douglas, which also 
traversed more difficult slopes. "Railway Surveys from Herberton to the coast and from 
the coast to Herberton", Minutes of the Executive Council, 1884, p.583. 

5 Indeed, the very "form" nature of the contract for the second section was "prepared 
almost altogether irrespective of the peculiar character of the country through which the 
line had to be made". Robb v. The Railway Commissioners, p.3. (Records of the 
proceedings in the arbitration case between the Commissioner for Railways and John 
Robb, vols 1and3, 1892-3, QSA, no.CRS!f577-78). 
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forcing a line up the Barron Gorge. The contractors who undertook to build 
the first section of the line to the base of the coastal range can be held 
largely responsible for the problems they encountered. The contractor for 
the second section, however, had to overcome difficulties with the terrain, 
the weather, and even his labour force, in addition to challenges associated 
with continual alteration of the works he was ordered to perform by the 
Railway Department. 

Considering the terrain over which the second section was built, it is not 
surprising that human lives were lost. It is surprising to learn, however, of 
the deaths of workers on the first section. While the first section was built 
over easy, level terrain, it passed through swamps which, together with 
mismanagement on the part of the contractors, contributed to much of the 
widespread sickness in camps established at various points along the line. 
Deaths on the railway became a matter of concern in the town when it 
became apparent that sheer neglect had compounded the effects of sickness 
in leading to the deaths of two men on the line. Bennett died at the Five
Mile Camp after suffering for several days from a fever so severe that his 
workmates had allegedly called for the railway timekeeper to dispatch him 
to the hospital, "as there was no means of attending to him there on the 
spot".6 Despite a visit from Dr Hammond, the contractor's medical officer, 
the man died after a week's illness. A similar fate befell Thomas Holland, 
who after requesting to be transferred to the hospital following a severe 
attack of fever, was not furnished with the necessary medical certificate.7 

Refused admission, he died through lack of the necessary attention. 
Despite the belief at the time that white men could not endure hard 

physical work in the tropics, 8 the editor of the Cairns Post blamed the 
contractor's negligence for the poor health of railway workers. The lack of 
a field hospital was evidence that there was "no consideration whatever 
given to the navvies by the contractor in the event of sickness occurring 

6 Cairns Post, 5 August 1886. 
7 The hospital had agreed to admit employees bearing certificates from the contractor's 

medical officer, and to treat them at a flat rate of21/- per patient per week. 

See P. Courtenay, "The White Man and the Australian Tropics", Lectures on North 
Queensland History, Second Series, Townsville 1975, pp.57-66. 
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among them".9 The absence of proper nourishment and attendance was 
therefore seen as instrumental in contributing to Bennett's death. The tragic 
death of Hobson, a railway employee brought to the hospital on the night 
of 29 October 1886, revealed the extent of the insanitary working and living 
conditions in the camps on the line. Hobson had been suffering from 
malarial fever for a fortnight, and had refused to move from where he was 
lying on the ground in a tent in one of the camps along the line, despite 
entreaties from workmates and Dr Hammond. The hospital wardsman, 
testifying to a Magisterial inquiry, reported that upon admitting the victim 
hehad 

found a large bruise or bed sore at the bottom of his back, and at the bottom 
of the bruise there was a hole large enough to admit a man's little finger; the 
hole had been fly-blown, and was swarming with maggots; the deceased was 
covered from the knees to the shoulders with human excrement, and was in 
a fearfully dirty state. 10 

While living conditions in the camps improved following the inquiry, 
serious doubts about the manner in which the construction of the first 
section was being undertaken were widely expressed. Interestingly enough, 
criticism was directed towards the government rather than P.C. Smith, the 
contractor of the first section. The Cairns Chamber of Commerce, from a 
position of retrospective wisdom, suddenly recalled that: 

From the moment the name of the successful tenderer for the first section 
was made known a feeling of distrust was manifested, and unpleasant 
forebodings were heard that an unsatisfactory result from such a contract 
was quite within the range ofprobability. 11 

Similarly, the inefficiency of the works currently being undertaken 
fascinated Cairns residents. Smith's progress in undertaking the clearing 

9 Cairns Post, 12 August 1886. 

10 Ibid., 4 November 1886. 

11 Ibid., 9 September 1886. 



7. Reception for the Governor, April 1888 
(National Library of Australia) 

The Stoney Creek bridge was the venue chosen for the reception for Governor 
Sir Henry Wylie Norman. Following an impressive reception on the wharf to mark 
his first official visit to Cairns, a tour of inspection of the railway line was organised 
by the contractor's representatives: chief engineer Buchanan, general manager 
Stranger and Gordon, Robb's chief accountant (Robb was not in Cairns at the time). 
Over 150 guests escorting the vice-regal party were conveyed along the line in a 
special train consisting of two open trucks fitted with seats that provided the 
occupants with an uninterrupted view of the scenery along the line: 

... long before the end of the journey had been reached, [the visitors1 
vocabularies of admiring adjectives were exhausted, and words had to be 
coined for the occasion. The word gorgeous led to considerable play. 
Gorgeous said all at the scenery, gorgeous said many at the different 
gorges, and gorge-us said afew when the luncheon came on for discussion. 

Cairns Post, 30 April 1888 
Some chose to welcome the Governor in a rather novel manner, for the Cairns Post 
observed that "after a long period of inactivity the sanitary van was shifted on 
Sunday night, painted all over with appropriate but scarcely complimentary 
remarks, and left in the middle of Lake-street. The larrikan [sic] work was 
discovered in time to remedy it before the Governor arrived." Ibid. 
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work on the second section attracted much criticism.12 The intention of the 
government to build the line as cheaply as possible was apparent to all, even 
at this early stage; the Cairns Post failed to see "why the Government 
should have let the contract for clearing the scrub on this second section at 
a price which they must have known could not be profitably carried 
through" .13 By early November, it would appear that both Smith and the 
government had had enough of the first section. Following a short delay 
caused by the drawing up of new agreements and bond arrangements, 
McBride and Co. officially took over the works on 19 November 1886.14 

Little improvement resulted from the change.15 By late January no 
sleepers had been laid from the railway station to the end of the section, 
leading the Cairns Post to describe the progress as "a repetition of the 
manner in which P.C. Smith conducted the work, with the exception only 
that the men are regularly paid their wages". 16 It should not have been 
surprising; the price for completion was calculated on the basis of Smith's 
original tender and, like Smith, McBride had seriously underestimated the 
men, material and time that would be required. The Railway Department 
was obliged to complete the work on the first section, which was opened to 
ordinary traffic on 8 October 1887. Little of consequence marked the 
opening of the first section, save the expected recriminations against 
contractors, and expressions of hope for the rapid completion of the second 
section. 

12 Toohey, contracted to clear five miles of the second section at £110 per mile, had done 
so "within the specified contract time in a satisfactory manner" by late October 1886. 
The remaining section of about seven miles was to be cleared by P.C. Smith at £80 per 
mile, "at which price it was well known the work could not be done and leave a margin 
of profit to the contractor". Ibid., 28 October 1886. 

13 Ibid., 14 October 1886. 
14 The only complaints voiced in parliament concerned the fact that men employed by 

Smith had not been paid. Following resolution of this problem, the Minister for Works 
advised that no further action appeared necessary. Queensland Legislative Assembly, 7 
September 1886. McBride wasted little time, calling for bullock teams to contract for 
timber hauling, as well as ordering a shipment of 3,000 railway sleepers from Mackay. 

15 Up to March 1887. 
16 Cairns Post, 27 January 1887. 
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The failure of McBride and Co. to complete the section that P.C. Smith 
had commenced, together with the need for the Railway Department to 
finish the work, 17 held a lesson for the government. By employing two 
relatively inexperienced contractors in an attempt to build the line cheaply, 
the Railway Department succeeded only in adding to the delays and costs 
associated with what would prove to be one of the costliest lines in the 
colony of Queensland. Furthermore, difficulties encountered on this section 
would have implications for the attempt to extend the line over the range. 
The selection of a very experienced contractor for the second section, 
together with the provision of adequate health facilities and other 
arrangements for his workers, prevented a repeat of the circumstances for 
which the construction of the comparatively "easy" coastal section is best 
known. 

The opening of tenders for the second section led to calls for wisdom on 
the part of the government to ensure that work of a suitable and efficient 
quality would result. 18 On 20 January 1887 that of John Robb for 
£290,984/3/- was accepted. 19 Residents of Cairns and district were reassured 

17 "Taken over by department" was the terse comment in the "Report upon the General 
Working of the Railway Department for the Year ending 31 December 1886", 
Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1887, p.998. 

18 Queensland Government Gazette, 8October1886, p.1405. 
19 John Robb (1834-1896) was born in Londonderry, Northern Ireland. The son of a 

gentleman, he emigrated to Victoria around 1854 and established himself as a contractor, 
first in partnership with Best Overend as Overend and Robb (but later on his own 
following the death of Overend in 1877), initially undertaking water supply and drainage 
works in Victoria, but later railway works, building the Wangaratta-Beechworth line and 
sections of other lines, including the Ararat-Hamilton line. A quiet yet effective 
negotiator and administrator, Robb had undertaken numerous public works contracts 
prior to his involvement with the Cairns Railway. Significant among these was part of 
the Adelaide sewers, and the first section of the Fremantle to Guildford railway in 
Western Australia Robb's Building in King Street was, upon its completion in 1885, the 
tallest structure in Melbourne. The Australian Dictionary of Biography notes that he was 
"constantly on the move" attending to his varied undertakings and holdings, which at the 
time of the construction of the second section of the Cairns Railway included 
partDerships in a sugar plantation on the Tweed River in New South Wales and joint 
ownership of two stations in the Warrego district of Queensland. Australian Dictionary 
of Biography, vol.6, Carlton 1966, pp.33-34. 
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to learn that it was Robb's intention to construct a hospital and surgeon's 
residence as part of his headquarters at Stoney Creek. 

Work on the section did not proceed in a linear fashion, but was 
undertaken simultaneously all along the line, the railhead being extended 
upon the completion of a tunnel or an embankment. This encouraged the 
establishment of camps at various points along the line, which the Cairns 
Post observed were "springing up with mushroom-like rapidity".20 These 
settlements functioned as small townships, often housing several hundred 
employees in addition to storekeepers, hoteliers and government officials.21 

Located in the vicinity of major construction sites such as tunnels, these 
camps were essentially transitory structures which were dismantled and 
relocated at the next major work, be it a bridge, tunnel or cutting. An 
excellent example was "New Cairns", which boasted a hotel, several 
boarding houses and stores. Located on the lower side of the Horseshoe 
Bend, it served as a centre for workers at and in the vicinity of that site. 
When the cutting was completed in July 1888, the camp rapidly assumed 
a "dismantled and dreary appearance owing to the general exodus of its 
inhabitants".22 Other camps worthy of note were built at The Springs and at 
Stoney Creek. Life for the inhabitants of these camps could often be as 
hazardous as for navvies at the worksites. Mrs T. Dillon, whose father was 
employed in a variety of tasks on the line, recalled that while her family 

were living at No. I 0 tunnel, we had a nasty accident to one of my sisters. 
They were blasting in the tunnel and a stone flew out and came through the 
roof of the tent. It hit her on the knee and shattered it. She was taken on a 
stretcher down to Kamerunga where there was a first aid station. Kamerunga 
was quite a big place then. I believe there were 13 hotels there.23 

2° Cairns Post, 6 June 1888. 
21 One difficulty faced by Robb concerned absenteeism among his workers as a result of 

over-indulgence in alcohol, linked to the proliferation of "sly-grog" shanties. 

22 Cairns Post, 12 December 1888. 

23 T. Dillon, "Early Experiences of the Caims-Kuranda Railway", Cairns Historical Society 
Bulletin, no.34, November 1961. 
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The difficulties that Robb had to overcome during the construction of 
the second section can be largely attributed to the inability of the 
government surveyors to determine accurately where the line should go; 
where adequate foundation for the line existed. The deaths for which this 
section is infamous, together with the lesser-known financial cost to the 
contractor, were a direct consequence of the lack of a thorough survey in 
the first instance. A chronological analysis of the construction would not 
illustrate the manner in which the various works were undertaken, nor 
would it convey how difficulties or alterations at one point on the line could 
seriously delay progress on other works, and hence contribute significantly 
to delays and the cost to the contractor. However an examination of selected 
aspects of the construction (the provision of earthworks, tunnels and 
bridges)24 provides an insight into construction techniques employed to 
overcome challenges imposed by both the terrain and the government. 

The greatest difficulties experienced on the section concerned 
earthworks undertaken to traverse spurs and valleys. The transport of 
material to the first cuttings on the section was greatly facilitated by 
completion of the Horseshoe Bend at 8 miles, 78 chains. Some 60,000 cubic 
yards of earth were required to complete the first engineering challenge on 
the section.25 Upon its completion in July I 888, work on tunnels and bridges 
further up the line progressed steadily. Work on cuttings also proceeded 
rapidly, but was severely affected by the onset of the wet season of I 888.26 

The contractor's difficulties with works undertaken in the cuttings 
between cutting No. I I and Surprise Creek27 were prompted by the 
government officers' indecision as to the final slope of the sides of cuttings. 

24 In~ appendix to the "Report upon the General Working of the Railway Department for 
the Year ending 30 June 1890", the Railway Commissioner summarised progress on the 
line by the use of these same categories of works. 

25 Cairns Post, 1 October 1887. 
26 Cairns receives an average annual rainfall of218cm, most falling between January and 

April. Over 300cm of rain fell in the wet season of 1888. A.D. Broughton, "The Rain, 
the Range and the Railway", in A. Broughton & S. Stephens (eds), Establishment of 
Trinity Bay, Cairns 1984: p.37. 

27 These were the deepest of the 153 cuttings on the second section, and the most difficult. 
Robb v. the Railway Commissioners, p.19. 
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It seemed to Robb that a "trial and error" system was adopted by the 
officers of the Department, whereby "it was a case of go on till you find out; 
try, try, and try again till you find what you want. That was the system 
which was adopted in these stupendous cuttings".28 The reasoning behind 
the government's use of the "trial and error" method of constructing the line 
was not lost on the contractor. 

Of course the system was to avoid expense - a very laudable object when the 
magnitude of the work is taken into consideration. The Chief Engineer 
deserves credit for being actuated by such a motive; but it is another thing 
when this excellent result is to be done at the cost of another man.29 

The contractor, however, was bound to abide by the directions of the 
government officers on the line.30 Thus the engineer's decision at the end of 
the day as to what constituted a safe slope of foundation could be, and often 
was, modified following a day of heavy rain, the result being new orders for 
the contractor to follow: "Slice off that from this cutting, and slice off this 
from that; blast that rock, and leave this one alone",31 and so on from day 
to day. 

As early as 6 April 1887 Robb wrote to Henry Warren, Assistant District 
Engineer for the Second Section: "please supply me as early as possible 
with a complete set of plans ... for the second section of the Cairns and 
Herberton line". 32 Robb's concern that he was pushing blindly up the Barron 
Gorge is unmistakably expressed in this same communication. 

With respect to the five deviations which you have already set out in the 
line, and as I understand that this is only the first batch of deviations which 
you intend making, I would respectfully call your attention to the fact that 
these deviations are altering the whole nature of my contract, as originally 
signed for by me at Brisbane, and, in point of fact, it appears that you are 

28 Ibid. 
29 A. Rutledge to the hearing. Ibid. 
30 Section IO of the contract required the contractor to obey all instructions, either oral or 

written, issued by the Chief Engineer. 
31 Robb v. the Railway Commissioners, p.19. 
32 Ibid., p.1522. 



8. "Material to spoil" 
Material removed during the construction of tunnels and cuttings was either 
assigned to the construction of embankments, or if not required, simply dumped 
over the edge of the formation into the gorge below. Material brought down from 
the second section was also used for landfills in Cairns, permitting the extension of 
habitable land back from the seafront. 
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going to ask me to construct a totally different line to the line I tendered 
for.33 

131 

The instability of the foundation that resulted in the effective re-routing of 
the line, along with the disruption to the calculated proportions of material 
to bank and spoil, was instrumental in altering the nature of works required. 
For example, a number of timber bridges originally specified were 
dispensed with when it became obvious to both the contractor and the Chief 
Engineer that: 

[ e ]ven if you took your piers down as low as 200 feet you could not have 
made sure of finding anything like a foundation, and it was therefore plain 
that bridges should never have been put there and so it was shown that it 
would be better to put an embankment in the upper part of the ravine rather 
than span it with a bridge.34 

The difficulties associated with tunnel construction may be better 
appreciated when one considers that the "sides" of the Barron Gorge are a 
series of spurs, little more than landslips.35 During the four years and five 
months of construction work, no less than 13 71 cm of rain fell on these soft 
outer frontages, through and around which the line was to be built. It seems 

33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid., p.24. In those cases where the ground was too hard for piles to be driven, an 

excavation of not less than three feet was made, and finished with a layer of concrete in 
order to provide even footing for the pile, which was cut square. Prior to being lowered 
into the excavation, the lower part of the pile from its base to one foot above the level 
of the excavation was thoroughly and carefully charred. The charcoal was then removed 
from the portion of the pile to be surrounded by concrete; the effect was to prevent 
loosening of the pile through decay of sap wood. Wooden wedges were then placed 
between the pile and the walls of the excavation, until the pile had been positioned at the 
correct angle. At each stage, the concrete was rammed by two men, one on either side 
of the pile, using iron bars. 

lS Ibid., p.2. 
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surprising, therefore, that there were not more than fifteen tunnels36 built 
through the spurs of the Barron Gorge. 

Climatic considerations aside, the varying proportions of soft and hard 
material that were encountered from one spur to the next, 37 or even within 
a spur, required the implementation of special construction techniques, and 
hence tunnel construction on the second section serves as an excellent 
example of how decisions on the part of the Railway Department interfered 
with the efficient execution of the contract. A tunnel was built through a 
spur in three stages. First a 'heading' was cut: a narrow excavation right 
through the spur along the intended line. The heading was then expanded 
into a tunnel, mainly by blasting. Finally the tunnel was enlarged to size and 
the walls trimmed to approximate the desired shape. Usual practice was to 
position the heading near the apex of the future tunnel, which was then built 
in effect from the top down. This was simpler and much more economical 
than excavating upwards from a 'bottom heading': one cut at, or near, the 
intended level of the railway line. 

No written order was ever issued to the contractor for a tunnel to be built 
from a bottom heading, but that was the inevitable consequence of the 
altered disposal of earthworks already discussed. Embankments on the 
Cairns side of Tunnels 8, 10, 11 and 13 had to be constructed with material 
from the far side of the spur in each instance. Bottom headings had to be 
built so that material could be conveyed by wagon through the spur at the 
level of the finished railway line. The unstable ground made it necessary to 
cut a top heading as well so that the excavation could be timbered during 
construction. 

The serrated nature of the Barron Gorge not only dictated the need for 
tunnels, but also for numerous bridges which, perched precariously on the 
gorge wall, would span the watercourses plummeting into the Barron River. 
While the majority of the bridges on the range section were made from 

36 The fifteenth and final tunnel on the line was located at the Cairns end of Surprise Creek. 
Completed in March 1891, its length of21 chains led to it being dubbed the "big" or 
"long" tunnel. 

37 For instance, little difficulty was encountered in the excavation of Tunnels I, 2, 3 and 
4, "the complaints, if any, during the work were rather in the direction of the ground 
being found to be too soft in parts to be readily dealt with". Cairns Post, I October 1887. 



9. Blasting of overhanging rock at Stoney Creek (John Oxley Library) 
In addition to rock removed in the vicinity of Stoney Creek bridge during construction, large 
quantities of overhanging rock were blasted during the early 1900s following a series of rock falls 
which damaged the superstructure. Note the timbers lashed to the columns in the event of rocks 
striking the structure. 
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10. Plan for proposed timber bridge spanning Stoney Creek (Queensland State Archives) 
The bridge was designed by John Gwynneth (the District Engineer in charge of the Cairns and Herberton Railway) to take the 
place of an earlier wooden structure which, though it never proceeded past this diagram in the final working plans, bore a 
strong resemblance to the steel bridge that succeeded it. It seems likely that the potentially damaging effect of spray 
(particularly in times of high rainfall) to a wooden structure so close to the Falls, together with the threat of damage from 
overhanging rock, contributed to the decision to build a steel bridge. Had Stoney Creek been spanned by a wooden bridge, 
the structure would have featured prominently in a Commission of Inquiry established in October 1887 to investigate the 
suitability of timbers used on the line. 
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timber, the need for the line to hug the escarpment as it threaded its way in 
and around steep spurs resulted in the larger watercourses being spanned by 
iron structures. 

From late 1888 onwards, the bulk of Robb's attention was directed at 
that portion of the line from the Red Bluff to the end of the section. All 
earthworks on the earlier part of the section had been completed; work on 
tunnels (including cementing) was well advanced; and the line was ready 
for rails up to No.11 bridge. Girders for bridge No.IS, the second iron 
structure, were awaiting shipment to the site. Their weight dictated transport 
by rail, and so construction of this bridge, along with bridge No.25, was 
dependent on the advancing railhead. Foundation work for bridges above 
No.19 was proceeding satisfactorily. Bridge No.29 at The Springs was 
completed by early December 1888, whereas foundation work for bridge 
No. I 6 was delayed, owing to it being found necessary to excavate as deeply 
as 31 feet to obtain solid footing for this I20-foot structure. 

No elaborate foundation work was required on the Stoney Creek bridge, 
however, as it was built on a ledge of solid rock. 38 The presence of Stoney 
Creek Falls and the existence of a natural ledge of rock in their immediate 
vicinity required the bridge to be built of steel and to be constructed on a 
sharp bend. 

While the iron bridges on the Cairns railway, such as No.I I and that 
spanning Stoney Creek were impressive feats of engineering skill, it was in 
connection with timber bridges, in particular their altitude and precarious 
location, that Robb was to encounter most hardship and delay. In the 
Legislative Assembly of 5 October 1887, Macrossan warned that the use of 
scrub timbers for construction: 

may be the means of some great calamity on the railway, because great 
strength is required in the superstructure of a bridge as well as in the piers 
or piles of the bridge, and none of that timber will bear any strain after a few 
months. I have seen it after having been erected only a few months, breaking 
in two quite easily, like a carrot. 39 

38 Report, District Engineer to Chief Engineer, 26 August 1909. QSA, nos 6/498, 1909, 
A/12389. 

39 Queensland Legislative Assembly, 5 October 1887, p.886. 



11. Interior of a tunnel 
(John Oxley Library) 

Scrub timbers were used extensively during the construction of tunnels. As well 
as supporting the roof and walls of the drive, and providing protection to workmen 
therein, timber was also employed in the positioning and setting of the concrete that 
would provide the structure with both fonn and strength. 

A temporary timber wall would be constructed throughout the interior of the 
tunnel, from which a retaining wall of concrete would be produced in such a way 
that a gap with the jagged edge of the original excavation would result. This gap 
was usually filled with carefully packed dry rubble. Earthenware piping served to 
direct intruding water to weeping holes in the concrete lining, from where it could 
escape to the drains at fonnation level. 
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While Cairns residents were suspicious of Macrossan's distress at the 
prospect of the use of northern hickory or satinwood upsetting a train-load 
of people, concern over the durability of scrub timbers, in particular hickory 
and bloodwood, led the Commissioner for Railways on 18 October 1887 to 
appoint a commission to review the suitability of the different timbers in 
use at the time and proposed for use on the second section of the railway.40 

The report of the Commission was submitted to the Commissioner for 
Railways on 19 November 1887. The recommendations, not easily squared 
with the experimental results or with the testimony obtained from 
witnesses, approved bloodwood for use in bridges and sleepers, and more 
cautiously approved the use of three other timber types for bridgework on 
a trial basis.41 The Commission optimistically advised that: 

no doubts be entertained of the safety of any of the bridges in the 
construction of which scrub timbers have been used inasmuch as the spans 
are generally short, and where longer spans are used ample additional 
strength has been provided. 42 

The recommendations of the Cairns Railway Timber Commission had 
dire consequences for work on the line, where sufficient hickory for sills for 
bridges within the last two miles of the section had been cut and allowed to 
season in preparation for use. When Buchanan was informed that hickory 
was not acceptable for bridge construction, the two sawmills established to 
produce sawn hickory sleepers had to close down, as there was not enough 
bloodwood in the vicinity to justify their continued operation. Bloodwood 
had to be brought down from sites close to the top of the range, often four 

40 The Commission was much influenced by adverse reports on local timbers used in the 
Mourilyan Sugar Co. Railway, even though they were not the same type as those used 
on the Cairns line. Ibid., 20 October 1887. 

41 While recommending the use of Hickory, Resinwood and Bean-tree, however, the 
Commission was at pains to stress that "we regard their use in the light of an 
experiment...but with reasonable expectation that the three timbers named will be found 
to be sufficiently durable when used in the manner and places recommended by us." 
"Report of the Commission appointed to inquire and report on the timbers now being 
used, in the construction of bridges, culverts, &c., on the second section, Cairns 
Railway", p.4. QSA, Hard Batch no.58, 1887, A/9193. 

42 Ibid. 
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miles from the line, in place of the hickory which was to be found near the 
sites of these particular bridges. Furthermore, the restricted use of hickory 
brought bridge construction on the section to an abrupt halt until sufficient 
approved timber had been procured and treated, involving much delay and 
cost. 

The contractor's problems were not limited to the nature of the terrain or 
government interference. Despite Robb's attempts to push the line up the 
Barron Gorge with a minimum of expense and loss of life, the frequency 
and severity of accidents on the second section were cause for great 
dissatisfaction among workers and Cairns residents. Of the 23 confirmed 
deaths among the workers on the second section, 43 many may be attributed 
to misadventure or carelessness.44 However the conditions that workers had 
to endure were instrumental in the formation of a labour union among 
workers on the section. 

The first fatality on the second section, like many that were to follow, 
can be attributed to simple carelessness. A worker was rolling a log into a 
huge fire during clearing operations in a gully when he lost his balance and 
was propelled into the midst of the fire, where he was "charred to a 
cinder".45 The first serious injury on the line befell a man smoking near a 
box of blasting powder who carelessly threw a lighted match on to this very 
box. The Cairns Post reported that he "is now in the Hospital, doing as well 
as can be expected".46 Inexperience or lack of caution led to a young man 
named Riley suffering a fractured skull while blasting near Stoney Creek. 
After firing some blasts in a cutting, Riley had stepped forward to inspect 

13 J. Kerr, Triumph of Narrow Gauge: A History of the Queensland Railways, Brisbane 
1990, p.53. In the proceedings of Robb v. The Railway Commissioners, p.1559, an 
estimate was provided of the number who perished: "there were nearly thirty men killed 
on the line. Thirty-two, I think, is the correct number". 

4 Men were reported as having died from causes as diverse as snakebite and heart disease. 

5 Cairns Post, 28 May 1887. 
6 Ibid., 18 May 1887. 



12. Relocation of the Stoney Creek bridge 

The threat of damage to the Stoney Creek bridge was serious enough to warrant 
the suggestion by the District Engineer at Cairns in 1909 that the entire structure be 
relocated, or replaced by a tunnel: 

I have made a survey of the creek below the bridge in order to ascertain 
length and height of bridging required, if the present bridge were to be 
abandoned 

There are two sites which may be considered, one on a fzve chain curve 
about three chains below the present bridge. The length of bridge required 
would be, approximately, 590-ft. and the height of rails above the bed of 
the creek about I 60-ft. The grade would be I in 60. The other site is on a 
7. I 5 chain radius curve about 6~ chns. below the existing bridge. The 
grade would be I in 58, the height of the rails above the creek bed about 
I 95-ft., and the length of bridging about 800-ft. Both these sites would be 
free of any danger from falling rocks. 

Another way of avoiding the dangerous rocks would be by tunneling 
behind the Falls. The total length of tunnel would be about 26 chns., about 
315 of which would be on a 5 chain curve. The cost of this would be at least 
£30,000. 

It is clear from the report that alternatives to the existing crossing of Stoney Creek 
would be expensive and difficult to construct. The present bridge rested on a natural 
]edge ofrock, and being at the upper end of the gorge, was the minimum length for 
a crossing. As all the dangerous rock above the bridge would be removed by the 
end of the year, the District Engineer recommended that the best course of action 
would involve the retention of the existing bridge, and the removal of unsafe rock. 

Memorandum: District Engineer, Cairns to Chief Engineer, 
26August1909 
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the site. Unfortunately, he miscalculated the number of shots, with the result 
that as the last one fired he was showered with fragments of stone.47 

Patrick Tarvey died alone as he was working unaided in removing loose 
rock from the Red Bluff with a crowbar. A large portion of the face on 
which he was perched gave way, and he was precipitated some four 
hundred feet into the gorge. 48 During the construction of the Stoney Creek 
bridge a workman fell from the structure. Richard Newbury plummeted 
fifty feet to the creek below the bridge while it was under construction in 
June 1890: 

His mates, seeing the fall, expected to gather up the fragments that remained, 
but to their utter astonishment found him very little the worse for his 
disaster. It appears that after dropping 25ft his fall was broken by a 
protruding ledge, so that the next drop of 25ft was not of material 
importance. Dr. Dobie reports no bones broken and no internal injuries, 
although (says the doctor) by rights he should have dislocated his hip, 
broken his leg in three places, smashed his sternum, stove in his head, 
fractured his ribs, and broken his neck. 49 

Dissatisfaction with unsafe working conditions on the line, together with 
the treatment accorded sick and injured workers in the Cairns hospital, led 
to the emergence of trade unionism on the second section. A letter from an 
injured navvy published in the Cairns Post of 4 April 1888 highlighted 
several grievances. Navvies admitted to the Cairns hospital were treated as 

47 Ibid., 26 October 1887. Death from a similar cause befell Walter Cornell, a 30-year-old 
Englishman, who having lit four charges in the face of a cutting, fell fifty feet to the 
foundation level in his haste to get clear. An inquiry held at Kamerunga determined that 
the fall, and not the explosion, resulted in this death. His death went unnoticed for more 
than an hour, his workmates having quit the area for lunch, not noticing his absence until 
their return. Ibid., 7 November 1887. 

48 It was not usual practice for such work to be undertaken alone, but it was a payday, and 
Tarvey, having just started as a worker, had no money to draw, and remained at work 
while the others were being paid. The doctor was quickly on the scene, but Tarvey died 
within the hour. Ibid., 8 August 1888. 

49 Ibid., 14 June 1890. By 1909, danger from overhanging rock at Stoney Creek prompted 
the suggestion that the entire structure be relocated. 
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"pauper patients"50 by virtue of an agreement reached between Robb and the 
hospita], whereby the former paid only one guinea per patient, irrespective 
of the length of stay.51 Navvies contributed one shilling per month to a sick 
fund established by the contractor, who was responsible for the care of sick 
or injured workers. Over £120 per month was collected in this way.52 

Despite glowing reports of the state of health of the men,53 criticism of 
arrangements for injured workers reached a head in April, when it was 
proposed that the navvies form a trade union organised along the lines of 
the Victorian Railways and Public Works Laborers' Union. Such an 
organisation would enable the navvies to abolish compulsory deductions 
from wages, establish a regular wage-fixing system, and create a fund to 
assist injured members. Despite some members chafing at the bit in calling 
for the formation of an autonomous Queensland union, it was agreed that 
the Victorian union could give a northern chapter greater strength. The 
union, which rejoiced in the title of the United Sons of Toil, was officially 
fonned at a public meeting on 19 April as a branch of the Victorian body.54 

The formation of the union came amidst strong criticism of the hospital, 
which, unable to obtain more than the minimum contribution from Robb, 
enforced a regulation requiring pauper patients upon discharge to perform 
duties in the hospital or its grounds. The standard of medical care provided 
to workers was the first in a series of grievances presented by a deputation 
from the newly-formed labour union to Robb at his office at Stoney Creek 

so Ibid., 4 April 1888. 

SI Ibid. 

52 Clauses 29 and 30 of the contract provided for the care of the workers, and the 
establishment of a fund to provide for medicines and medical attention. An ambulance 
stretcher was fitted to the brake van of trains running along the line. This stretcher, 
originally employed in the ambulance carts of the British Army, was designed to isolate 
the patient by functioning like a hammock suspended from the walls of the van, with 
oscillations reduced to a minimum. Ibid., 30 November 1887. 

53 It was reported that accidents had been "few and far between, and mostly of a trifling 
character" while there were no reported cases of fever. Ibid., 18 February 1888. 

54 An entrance fee of 51- applied. 
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on Friday 29 June 1888.55 Robb promised to arrange forthe £160 then in the 
sick fund to be paid to the hospital. The navvies expressed their preference 
for sick and injured to be treated at Kamerunga in future. The navvies' fund 
not only had to support the doctor's salary, his medicines and the 
maintenance of the injured at Kamerunga, but also the continued transfer 
of injured workers to the Cairns hospital.56 While the Cairns Post was 
firmly behind Robb, the relationship between the contractor and his 
employees was not quite as amicable as everyone liked to think. Treatment 
of sick and injured was a continual irritation to the navvies, resurfacing on 
numerous occasions in the latter half of 1890. 

On the morning of Wednesday 29 August 1890 Stranger, Robb's general 
manager, announced a general reduction in wages of six pence,57 to apply 
from the end of the month. Following a preliminary meeting at The Springs, 
over 400 men marched down the line to Kamerunga to confront Robb. 
Speaking from the verandah of Dillon's Hotel later that afternoon, Robb 
assured the assembly that the reduction had been made without his 
knowledge or authority, and that usual rates of pay would be maintained. 
This spurious claim was met with a demand for an increase in pay for all 
workers, with tunnel men to receive 9/- per day. Robb abruptly ordered the 
men back to work, whereupon all the men in his employ struck. Immediate 
arrangements were made to pay the men off, while to the strikers' credit, the 
Cairns Post observed that "[n]othing to injure the contractor has been 
done" .58 A public meeting and ballot held on 8 September voted 324 to 13 
for holding out. Some sub-contractors attempted to resume work, only to 
find no men available, or upon commencing work, found themselves forced 
to abandon it "on the representation of the strikers".59 

ss The navvies had awaited Robb's return before presenting their claims, as Buchanan was 
less sympathetic to their plight. 

s6 Cairns Post, 16 June 1888. 

s7 From 8/6 to 8/-. 

ss Cairns Post, 30 August 1890. 

s9 Ibid., 13 September 1890. The Cairns Post stressed that on these occasions there was "no 
intimidation used; the point was peacefully argued and the men left, that is all". Ibid. 



13. Workers at a tunnel opening 
Note the manner in which timber has been used to support this partially completed 
tunnel. Also evident at the apex of the tunnel is loose rock used to fill the gap 
between the original excavation and the desired tunnel shape. (Oxley Library) 
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The strike was remarkably orderly, with the men sworn off drink, and 
ensuring that the contractor's equipment was not endangered.60 However, 
as the strike wore on, increasing numbers of navvies left for the south as 
boarding-house proprietors and storekeepers found themselves unable to 
extend credit. 61 Numerous meetings and representations to the contractor 
achieved little, 62 and the people of Cairns were rapidly losing patience with 
a strike which "drags its weary length along to the detriment of the 
district". 63 In addition to the usual demands for completing a railway 
already long delayed, merchants were conscious of lost revenue from 
cessation of all work on the line. The United Sons of Toil also attracted 
criticism: 

It is a matter of common report that at least ten of the men leaving to-night 
after three years work under Mr. John Robb have on an average £300 each 
to their credit. If these are solid facts what a parody of a strike it is after 
all ... The men now leaving the line where they have been able to save 
handsomely practically condemn the present attitude of the Union .... 64 

Furthermore, the conduct of the navvies during the dispute, which had 
earlier received high praise, was now reported in a different light, where 
"the news that the men engaged to clear away the debris caused by the 
recent heavy rains, have been intimidated and have ceased work is not 
altogether reassuring" .65 These criticisms were keenly felt by the members 
of the Cairns Railway League, who, in a meeting on 25 September executed 
an about-face in their relationship with the United Sons of Toil. A motion 
that "the Sons of Toil be written to, saying the League always advocates the 
rapid completion of the railway, but cannot ask the Government to bring 

60 The contractor's horses and draught animals were cared for during the dispute. 
61 While support was received from southern unions and even the miners of Croydon, the 

response of the local business community to subscription lists was reportedly "very 
moderate". Cairns Post, 24 September 1890. 

62 Although Robb agreed to abolish the sick fund if he could also be released from his 
obligation to provide services for the sick and injured. Ibid., 20 September 1890. 

63 Ibid., 24 September 1890. 
64 Ibid., 27 September 1890. 
65 Ibid. 
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pressure to bear on the contractor in this dispute",66 was followed by a 
resolution that the League was unable to provide financial support to the 
strikers. The strike officially ended on the following Monday, yet attracted 
little comment, other than the Cairns Post noting that "all is now working 
smoothly and well".67 

The second section was officially taken over from the contractor on 15 
June 1891. 68 After the difficulties, deaths and delays that attended the 
construction of the most expensive and hazardous section of the railway 
from Cairns to Herberton, the opening ceremony was a modest occasion. 
The public holiday and reduced excursion fares that locals believed such an 
occasion merited, failed to materialise, and a large number of 
predominantly local residents travelled by special train up to Walton's Hotel 
at the end of the section to attend a luncheon offered by Robb. The favour 
was returned by grateful townspeople at a farewell banquet on 27 July, 
where Robb's perseverance in the face of the obstacles he had encountered 
was acknowledged, along with the fact that: 

[i]t is an open secret that a certain section of the late Ministry were averse 
to the construction of the line, and by all means in their power did their level 
best to strangle the struggling infant ... and it is safe to assert that it is 
fortunate for the people that his power of resistance was greater than that of 
the pressure brought to bear against him.69 

Robb's original tender for constructing a railway over the coastal range 
had been just under £291,000. When the line was completed he had 
received a total of £589,421, which included additional payments for 
variations to the contract. Yet in June 1892, Robb submitted a Final 
Statement of Claims for a further £263,311/9/8. Having already paid out 
£880,000 for this section, almost exactly twice the sum budgeted for the 
entire line, the government referred the claim to arbitration. After protracted 

66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid., 1 October 1890. 
68 Queensland Votes and Proceedings, 1891, p.477. 
69 Cairns Post, 28 July 1891. 
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proceedings which included 83 days in court, Robb was awarded 
£20,837/4/5: less than 8% of his claim. 

While it is clear that Robb included in his Final Statement some items 
that he did not expect to be accepted, there can be little doubt that he was 
awarded much less than he had an equitable claim to receive. The loose 
wording of the contract enabled the government to evade many additional 
costs which arose principally from departures by its agents from the 
specifications on which Robb had tendered. 

The original amount voted for a "developmental" line of 47 miles 30 
chains to connect the Herberton field with a coastal port and facilitate the 
occupation and development of the intervening country, was £439,692. The 
£908,837 paid for the 15 miles, 20 chains of line ascending the Barron 
Gorge alone would have a direct effect on the timetable for the construction 
of the third section to Biboohra, and to Herberton, which was not reached 
until October 1910, more than twenty years after the turning of the first sod. 

The costs associated with the second section of the line from Cairns to 
Herberton do not detract from John Robb's achievement in forcing the line 
up the Barron Gorge. One of the most persistent problems Robb had to 
overcome was the fact that he was effectively required to build a different 
railway from one week to the next. Indeed, a significant part of the expense 
associated with the range section resulted, ironically, from the government's 
intention to build a line that was cheap and easy to build and maintain. A 
superficial preliminary survey of the Barron Gorge forced government 
engineers to adopt an experimental approach to railway construction, 
resulting in the contractor bearing a significant part of the resultant costs. 
It was this intention, and not safety concerns, that led to the establishment 
of the Commission into the use of local timbers on the section. 

When John Robb submitted his tender there was no previous experience 
in building a mountain railway under the conditions that he was to 
encounter, in terms of the highly unstable terrain and the tropical intensity 
of rainfall. Building the section in these circumstances, with the additional 
difficulties created by the government surveyors and engineers, constitutes 
a remarkable engineering achievement for which Robb merits lasting 
recognition. 



Struggling for Relevance at Lockhart River 

David Thompson 

In this paper I examine three "eras" of mission endeavour at Lockhart 
River, not to be judgemental, but to draw out the underlying motivation for 
mission in each period and then, recognising that we missionaries and 
Aboriginal people are as human as anyone else, consider the gains and 
limitations. The three eras are the establishment period under the first 
superintendent, Harry Rowan, the post-war era of the Co-operative 
movement under superintendent John Warby, and the post-mission era 
under government administration which began with my time at Lockhart 
River as Chaplain. I will briefly refer to a fourth era just begun, that of 
administration by the Aboriginal Council. 

Early Background - "Giblet time" 
The Lockhart people had considerable outside contacts before the 

mission began in 1924; these included Japanese, Chinese, Islanders, 
Papuans and Europeans. The period of work on luggers for beche-de-mer, 
trochus and pearl shell, particularly for the Japanese, is known as "Lugger 
time". 1 On land there was contact with sandalwood gatherers and miners. 
Of particular significance during the fifteen years prior to the beginning of 
the mission was the role of Hugh Giblet who set up a base camp at Lloyd 
Bay for gathering sandalwood. (The Lockhart River flows into Lloyd Bay.) 
According to the writer Ion Idriess, he was known as the "Sandalwood 
King"2 because of the adventurous way he had established an effective and 
sympathetic working relationship with local Aborigines and built up a 
profitable business. From his base at Orchid Point in Lloyd Bay, he 
recruited Aboriginal workers for gathering sandalwood during the dry 
season, protected them from unscrupulous lugger captains, and rewarded 
them well with food, clothing and cases of liquor for a Christmas party. 

Athol Chase, "'All kind of nation': Aborigines and Asians in Cape York Peninsula", 
Aboriginal History, vol.5, 1-2, 1981, p.11. 

Ion ldriess, The Tin Scratchers, Sydney 1959, p.24. 
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Christmas was a gathering time for dancing and initiation before they 
dispersed to their homelands for the wet season. Not surprisingly, this 
period is known as "Giblet time". Idriess attributed this statement to Giblet -

The good old abos work for me ... That is, they work when they feel like it -
when they are hungry for "whiteman tucker", for tobacco and tomahawks. 
When they're not spearing my packhorses, or sneaking about to get a crack 
at one of my men with a nulla-nulla. But it is their own country, and they've 
a right to their own way of living. Whether or no, lots of them have been of 
good service to me and my men. When I give them a Christmas party when 
the lay-up season come, I give them the best I can get, whether its tucker or 
tobacco, blankets or billy-cans, a tomahawk or stockings.3 

Important to Giblet's relationship with the Aborigines was his 
acceptance of their customs and life-style and the trust he placed in them, 
particularly in operating his boats and in continuing operations in his 
absence. Aboriginal oral accounts say that he repelled an early attempt to 
establish a Mission in the region4 and in fact it was only after his death in 
1923 that the Anglican Mission began. 

However, the diaries of the Rev. John Done give a different perspective 
on his first trip in 1921 to investigate establishing a Mission. At Lloyd Bay 
he met Giblet whom he referred to as "uncrowned king",5 and who 
"supplied us with a good deal of information" including numbers of people 
in the Reserve, numbers of VD cases and problems with the Japanese. The 
planned location for a Mission was then further north at the Pascoe River, 
perhaps no great threat to Giblet who gave advice on soil and accessibility. 
Later the Pascoe River site was considered problematic because of mining 
leases, and the government agreed to transfer the Reserve to the Lockhart 
River region. 6 

Ibid., p.31. 

Athol Chase, Which Way Now? Tradition, Continuity and Change in a North 
Queensland Aboriginal Community, unpublished PhD thesis 1980, p.109. 

John J.E. Done, Wings Across the Sea, Brisbane 1987, p.67. 

John Bayton, Cross Over Carpentaria, Brisbane 1965, pp.153-4. 
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The establishment era - "Rowan time": 1924-38 
Athol Chase has suggested that the multi-ethnic contact of the early 

period actually helped to define and strengthen local Aboriginal identity,' 
although some adaptations in life-style had taken place. John Done certainly 
found a strong sense of identity among the Aborigines when he arrived with 
Harry Rowan to establish the Mission in 1924 at the "Waterhole" in Lloyd 
Bay, adjacent to Giblet's old camp. 

Among thirty or forty that we saw, were two kings, King Fred of Lloyd Bay 
and King Charlie of Ash River and Night Island. These sporting their brass 
plates, were careful to explain, "all this country belong to us". They regarded 
themselves as no small fry either, as Fred said, "I king belong this place, I 
got business, I learn them young fellow dance".8 

They were asserting their "kingship" according to their understanding of it, 
which meant their smaller-scale leadership for their clans in ritual and its 
association with the land. 

The Mission picked up where Giblet left off, at least in the sense 
providing protection and mediation to the European world; this seems to 
have been accepted by those who came in, at least for the protection and 
access to European goods. "One old man knew the Mission boat [i.e. 
HeraldJ and said they were looking long time for mission".9 However, a 
markedly different emphasis quickly emerged for Done's diary records that 
the building of the superintendent's house included time for prayer and a 
religious talk each night. The talks included, God is my Friend, God the 
Father, God our big brother, The Sower, God our light, God the way, God 
our helper. The Torres Strait crew taught them the hymn "There is a green 
hill".10 

In contrast to Giblet's symbiotic relationship with the Aborigines, the 
missionaries had highly moral and idealistic aims: to transform their lives 
with a combination of the Christian faith and economic self-sufficiency and 
so raise them to a new standard of Christian living. 

9 

10 

Chase, "All Kind ofNation", p.18. 

Done, Wings Across the Sea, pp.73-4. 

Ibid., p.69. 

Ibid., pp. 70-1. 
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The Church of England has, with Government assistance, commenced a 
mission in the vicinity of the Lockhart River and, while teaching the blacks 
there the elements of religion, will endeavour to instil into them the principle 
of self help and, side by side with higher things, will teach them the 
rudiments of that industry which will enable them to earn their living, and 
take their place in the economy of things to which they surely have a right. 11 

145 

This approach was negative in dismissing Aboriginal culture as heathen and 
uncivilised, but positive in assuming that they could be fitted to take their 
place in wider society. 

As has been so frequently proved in other places, these people can be taught, 
can be made useful to themselves and the country, can be led into a higher 
life instead of one of degradation and exploitation. Let us hope then, that the 
day is not far distant when these, the original owners of the land, will come 
into their full rights. 12 

"Full rights" here is somewhat ambiguous, but is clearly related to the 
Mission program of teaching and disciplining them in a way of life 
religiously and economically acceptable or "civilized". The Aborigines' 
spiritual relationship with the land was not taken into account. In referring 
to "other places" Done most likely had in mind Yarrabah, near Cairns, 
under the strong hand of Gribble, and the Torres Strait Mission to the north 
which served Melanesian Islanders with a settled land and sea economy and 
a different leadership structure. It is significant that the Mission staff from 
the early days included people from Yarrabah and from the Torres Straits 
for they were seen as ambassadors of the next stage of settled development 
envisaged for Lockhart River. Nomadic or "wandering" activities were 
discouraged, except for outside employment or during times of financial 
hardship in the Mission. 

Actual experience of Mission life soon revealed that redemption for the 
Aborigines was not merely a spiritual matter but also meant discovering 
new ways to survive: shifting from a hunter-gatherer subsistence economy 
to an industry-based economy centred on a village life-style. Notions of 
social evolution from primitive nomadic society to settled agricultural 

II Ibid., p. 73. 
12 Ibid., p.74. See also J. Bleakley, The Aborigines of Australia, Brisbane 1961, pp.121-2. 
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society to industrial modem or civilised society, were implicit in the 
mission station approach. 13 The view is implicit in early reports that a 
nomadic lifestyle is uncivilised and that abuses of grog, prostitution, and 
infant mortality had to be overcome in the new order of the Mission. The 
Carpentarian of October 1930 stated the Mission's aims as -

getting the wandering tribes settled under happy conditions, to encourage 
them to be self-productive with their own bit ofland and their home ... to help 
him fulfil a part in the development of the country which was his before it 
became ours. 14 

The Waterhole site proving unsuitable for these aims, a move was soon 
made to the south of Cape Direction, first to Cutha Creek15 and the Bare 
Hill. This site was significant as it marked the boundary between the 
northern and southern language groups. There Rowan worked with 
dedication to build up a settled and self-supporting lifestyle. Aboriginal 
councillors and police were appointed.16 Gardens were developed to 
produce staples such as sweet potato, cassava, banana and pawpaw. Cotton 
was also planted. There were some opportunities for paid employment at 
the Mission, on fishing boats or on the mission ketch Abaipil which was 
used for carrying stores from Thursday Island and as a trochus shell and 
fishing vessel. 17 A boiler was purchased to cure fish. The store opened each 
Saturday and supplied rations in return for produce the people supplied 
during the week at fixed rates. Other items could be purchased for cash. At 
the end of the first year a communal work day was introduced to develop 
gardens and buildings; other occasional work was paid for in cash at an 

13 

14 

IS 

16 

17 

Athol K. Chase, The Australian Aborigine - His Place in Evolutionary Anthropology, 
unpublished BA Honours thesis, University of Queensland 1970, pp.5-6. To some 
extent the shift had already been made in working on luggers and gathering 
sandalwood for Giblet. 

Diocese of Carpentaria, The Carpentarian, vol.XXX, no.120, October 1930, p.283. 

Variously spelt as Cutha, Coutha, Cutta or Cutter; derived from Kuu/aJ Ya'u: katha 
"bad smell". 

Harry Rowan,A.B.M Review 15 June 1929, p.66. 

Bayton, Cross Over Carpentaria, p.155. 
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hourly rate. Some old people were given rations and children were provided 
with two meals a day. 18 

A girls' dormitory was established, described in 1930 as a building 
"without bolts and locks" and without problems of girls running away. 19 In 
1933, and again in 193 8, the dormitory was closed down for a period but re
opened when it was felt that the girls were not being adequately looked 
after.20 It was closed again during the war and never re-opened.21 

The aim of economic self-support was handicapped from the beginning 
by lack of capital and staff. Half the initial government grant of£ 1000 was 
spent on purchasing a vessel, 22 and of the £500 promised by ABM for 1925 
only £100 had been received by the end of the year.23 A large debt 
continued to dog the Mission; in 1928 it was £577 and, despite doing 
without a Chaplain for two years, repairs to the mission vessel caused it to 
rise to £1026 in 1929.24 Again in 1933, there were no funds for a Chaplain 
and this continued until 193 7. 

In the earlier years the "nomadic character" was seen as a handicap. For 
a short period in 1928, "they all went bush and lived in the old native 
fashion, a lapse much to be regretted".25 This was about the time when the 
anthropologist Donald Thomson encouraged and witnessed initiation 
ceremonies. Rowan's disapproval is an indication of the marked change 
from the openness of "Giblet time". He is also said to have confiscated all 
fighting spears. 

The Islander residents, including Fr. Sailor Gabey, were praised for their 
gardening skills, but in the mid 1930s poor rainfall meant that the gardens 
were less productive and had to be supplemented by hunting and 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

A.B.M Review, 12 February 1926, p.192. 

Carpentarian, vol.XXX, no.120, October 1930, p.283. 

Year Book of the Diocese ofCarpentaria 1934-5, p.36; W. Nicholls, A.B.M Review 1 
August 1939, pp.145-6. 

Conversation with John Warby, 4 August 1992. 

Bp. Stephen Davies, A.B.M Review, 12 June 1925, p.52. 

Harry Rowan, A.B.M Review, 12 May l '926, p.50. 

Bp. Stephen Davies, A.B.M Review, 15 June 1930, p.49. 

Harry Rowan, A.B.M Review, 1August1938, p.143. 
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gathering.26 In 1937, cattle work began after 250 head were brought from 
Mitchell River Mission.27 This became another avenue of employment and 
food for the Mission. Outside employment on the sea also remained an 
important source of income. This kept young men away from Mission 
influence for lengthy periods, but also aided the decline of bush living, use 
of language and ceremonial practices. 28 

Rowan concluded "Rowan time" in July 1938 after 14 year service. He 
served with enterprise, perseverance, firmness and dedication to establish 
the institutional pattern of the Mission. Rowan often had to double as 
teacher or chaplain. There was never sufficient capital to fully achieve self
support and the Aborigines became dependent on the Mission infrastructure 
and white leadership. 

Changes in belief and social practice went hand in hand with economic 
changes. In the development of the Church at Lockhart River, the Torres 
Strait Islander Church was taken as a model, despite significant cultural 
differences. Lockhart people already had contact with Islanders through 
lugger work and had made requests at Thursday Island to have their own 
Mission prior to the first exploratory trip by Revds. Done and Macfarlane 
in 1921. 29 There were also some cultural similarities: Lockhart people were 
mainly a sea people with dugout canoes, they used a similar native drum to 
the Islanders and some ceremonies show similarities to practices in the 
Pacific. There was, however, a marked difference in social organisation. 
Islanders had a village-based life-style with strong individual leaders, while 
among the Aborigines authority lay in family relationships and they 
depended more on subsistence living through hunting and gathering in 
defined areas of land. 

From the beginning of the Mission, Islanders such as Kebisu were 
brought in as staff and served as examples of the changed life-style desired 
of the Aborigines. They worked as boat crew, in building and gardening. 
Rowan particularly praised the family of Tom Savage (a carpenter) and 

26 

27 

28 

29 

Year Books of the Diocese ofCarpentaria, 1932-3 and 1934-5. 

Harry Rowan, A.B.M Review 1August1938, p.143. 

Athol Chase, Which Way Now?, p.117. 

Carpentarian, vol.XXX, no.120, October 1930, p.283. 
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later also Kitty Savage who was the school teacher from 1930 to 1938. The 
first Chaplain was the Rev. Poey Passi from December 1926 to March 1927. 
He was followed by the Rev. Arthur Flint from August 1927 to November 
1928. Another Islander, the Rev. Sailor Gabey, followed from September 
1931 to 1933. In addition, a mixed-descent man from Yarrabah, Mick 
Conrad (Conrad Madigan), helped in cooking for the children.30 

As a result, Lockhart Church grew to have many of the characteristics 
of the Torres Strait Church: Anglo-Catholic monastic tradition with daily 
services, use of the native drum, language hymns with Islander melodies, 
and Torres Strait style secular dancing on festival days. Entry to the Church 
was through a program of teaching and then baptism. Infants of baptised 
adults were also baptised. This pattern and the growth in numbers baptised 
in the early years, suggest a group response to the Church as part of the life 
of the Mission. The first baptism of29 adults took place in 1930. In 1932, 
the total was 91; in 1936 the 260 baptised included 90 confirmed, and by 
1945 almost all residents had been baptised. In 1927 the Report noted: "The 
work of evangelisation is necessarily slow; it would be easy to show big 
lists of baptisms, but soundness and depth are being aimed at."31 Night 
literacy classes for adults were also held at this time. In 1931, the practice 
of sorcery was discussed with some old people preparing for baptism and 

they came forward with various objects, each with its own superstitious 
settings, they showed a lively anxiety to put away old beliefs, and at the 
same time to readjust the intricate relationship laws (which had been a real 
stumbling block to their spiritual progress).32 

Some sensitivity by Rowan is suggested here but evidently traditional 
language and ceremony were discouraged as counter to Christian "civilised" 
living. Then followed a high period in which Rowan reported -

30 

31 

32 

33 

I must admit I have been surprised at incidents showing how whole
heartedly some at least have taken on the new life, and are holding fast. 33 

Conversation with Jimmy Doctor, February 1989. 

A.B.M Review, 15 June 1929, p.66. 

Year Book of the Diocese ofCarpentaria, 1932-3, p.41. 

A.B.M Review, 1June1933, p.38. 
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Indigenous leadership was fostered in the Church through the appointment 
of church-wardens and councillors. The authoritative "big man" style of the 
Torres Strait Church, however, did not always have the same impact in the 
Aboriginal Church as it came into conflict with the smaller-scale pattern of 
authority through family relationships, and the consensus approach to wider 
decision making. 

At one level, the aims of the Mission were partly achieved in that the 
Aborigines became adapted to a more permanent village-based life-style, 
acquired skills in gardening and cattle work, and had improved health care. 
A local church was also established with almost all the community baptised 
in a relatively short period. These developments, however, .. involved a 
decline in self-determination and use of traditional lands, and denigration 
of traditional language and ceremonies. The Aborigines became more 
dependent on outside support which was also inadequate, and the ongoing 
structure of the Mission was dependent on the skills and cultural ideals of 
the missionary staff. 

At another level even more basic and significant difficulties can be 
discerned. There were culture clashes which both sides probably did not 
fully understand. There were obvious differences: ways of settling disputes, 
attitudes to hygiene and child-rearing. Less obvious were differences in 
leadership patterns and decision-making processes, and the fundamental 
conflict between subsistence habits and attitudes, and those required for an 
accumulative, profit-based industry economy which the Mission espoused. 
These deep level differences persist to the present at Lockhart River. 
Another inherent difficulty which had full impact in the post-Mission era, 
was the effect of combining secular and spiritual aims in a miniature 
established Church with secular control. 

Lockhart was typical of many Missions in bringing together Aborigines 
from different clans, in which authority was based primarily in obligations 
to close kin, reinforced through initiation and ties to land. The people of the 
Lockhart River Mission were drawn from small groups along 200km of 
coastline. The dialects were very close in this region, although wider 
contact did occur for initiation ceremonies, when decisions were made by 
consensus among the ceremonial leaders. The Mission, on the other hand, 
introduced a more centralised authority structure. In consequence the 
authority of individuals, and democratic decisions taken by elected 
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representatives, were not necessarily accepted down the line unless by 
consensus or enforced by Mission authorities. 

Secondly, the subsistence life-style of hunter-gatherers has its own 
deeply-rooted ethic which conflicts with capitalist aims. The hunter
gatherer's objective is to obtain food requirements for immediate use from 
naturally available resources with minimum effort. There is a strong 
obligation to share the supply with kin in prescribed ways, particularly in 
hard times: not a benevolent sharing with anyone as if often assumed. 
Hoarding is antisocial. 

The Mission alternative required consistent effort, often without 
immediate gain, and accumulation of capital and goods for- the future. The 
Aboriginal ethic expected minimum effort with direct results, and when 
there appeared a benevolent source of supply in the Mission there was 
natural pressure for it to be shared for immediate needs. Instead, the 
Aborigines were brought to depend partly on non-natural food sources and 
on a cash economy. They no longer had full control of the means of 
production, and became dependent on the capitalist mode of production and 
Mission patronage. 

A third difficulty for the long term was the merging of Church and State 
in the structure of the Mission. In one respect this was an advantage because 
Aborigines do not make a separation between secular and spiritual aspects 
oflife. The main disadvantage, however, was in the confusion of Christian 
Faith with western civilisation, its material benefits and power relations. 
The Church was readily seen as the provider of material benefits, and 
spiritual or ritual commitments were easily seen as the required obligation 
for receiving these benefits. This was more evident after the handover of 
administration to the Government when there was some decline in church 
activities. There are, however, indications of genuine commitment by a core 
of residents as already noted. Despite the separate roles of superintendent 
and priest, the priest could not be perceived as separate from the Mission, 
and Church involvement readily assumed some compulsory connotations. 
This was enhanced by the high ritual emphasis of the Anglo-Catholic 
tradition, and by Islander styles of leadership. The negative effects of this 
will become clearer when the post-Mission era is considered. 
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Given deep-seated cultural attitudes highly resistant to change and 
inadequate Church and Government support, expectations of a rapid 
transformation of the Aborigines' life-style were unrealistic; instead of 
integrating Aborigines into a sustainable capitalist mode, the Mission 
placed then in a situation of underdevelopment, dependent on external 
support. 

The chaplain, Rev. William Nicholls, succeeded Rowan as acting 
superintendent. The lay missionary Herbert (Harry) Johnson, who arrived 
at the Mission in October 193 8 as his assistant, eventually succeeded 
Nicholls as superintendent in 1941 and stayed until 1948. Staff were very 
difficult to obtain during this period. Some recruits left because of the 
Japanese threat; one is said to have collected all the firearms from the 
Aborigines and thrown them in the sea for fear they would support the 
Japanese.34 The Johnsons were the only whites there in 1941; when they 
went on four months furlough in 1942, the people were dispersed in two or 
three camps under their own control. 35 While Johnson returned in July 1942 
with a temporary priest, it appears that it was late 1944 before all the groups 
returned to the Mission. The original impetus of the Mission appeared to 
wither and die following Rowan's departure. Johnson became concerned at 
the dependency and loss of traditional skills of the younger generation and 
he encouraged use of language, bushcraft and sea hunting, and allowed 
families to take extended holidays.36 During the war, 28 men enlisted in the 
Small Ships Section and operated around New Guinea. (According to 
Jimmy Doctor, all but two were Islander crew.) Others took up labouring 
work in agricultural and dairy industries in the Cairns and Atherton 
regions.37 

34 Ibid., p.116. 
35 Bp Stephen Davies,A.B.M Review, 1July1942. 
36 Ibid., p.118. 
37 John Warby, typed report, June 1958. 
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The Co-operative Era - "Warby time" 
After Johnson left in 1948, there were short-term superintendents - Mr 

Arthur Briggs who contracted TB,38 and the Rev. A. Biggs - before John 
Warby, a pearler, arrived in April 1951 to take up the position. He found a 
run-down settlement with inadequate housing and poor health, including 
cases of TB and endemic hookworm. All able-bodied men were away from 
the Mission employed on trochus luggers, while the people at the Mission 
existed on Mission welfare and some hunting and gathering.39 Church and 
Government funding continued to be inadequate. 

John W arby set about transforming this situation by building up an 
integrated and healthy Aboriginal community, and establishing an 
economic base through a local trochus shell industry. In 1951, the diocese 
bought the cutter Cape Gray from John Warby for this purpose. The 
Mission then ended outside employment and began employing men to dive 
for the shell. At the same time, the quality of rations was improved and an 
energetic program of building houses, store and church began. 40 W arby 
worked hard to break down the self-perpetuating relationship of the Mission 
as benefactor and Aborigines as welfare recipients. A vegetable farm was 
established near Cutta Creek (but failed in later years41). The trochus 
income was split 50/50 between the workers and the Mission in 1952 and 
60/40 in 1953. In 1953, two Administrative Councillors were elected to 
manage the boat and other community matters.42 Although this approach 
marked a significant change of direction in management and economy, the 
Mission structure continued in other areas and became more 
institutionalised in the care of children. 

Warby was against dormitories, but instigated a comprehensive care 
program for the children in order to combat malnutrition. Several 

38 Kylie Tennant, Speak You So Gently, London 1959, p.51; Year Book 1952, p.24. 
39 James Eley, A.B.M Review, July 1956, p. l 06. 

4-0 Ibid., p. l 06. 
41 W.H. Williams to Frank Coaldrake, 5 January 1961, ABM Chairman's Correspondence 

Relating to Aborigines, Series I 0. 
42 John Warby, typed report, late 1954, ABM Chairman's Correspondence re Aborigines, 

Series 9. 
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Aboriginal women were employed under the supervision of Sister Hazel 
Conn to provide the children with two meals, five days a week (plus supper 
if they wished), as well as iron and vitamin supplements. Eventually the 
children were supervised in taking showers before school, and school 
clothes were sewn and washed at the Children's Centre.43 While dramatic 
improvement in the children's health may have justified this approach at the 
time, it took over some of the parents' primary responsibilities in child 
nurture, and in this respect, ran counter to Warby's aim to increase self
respect and self-reliance. 

In the 1950s the Australian Board of Missions, following experience in 
Papua New Guinea, set up its own Department for Co-operatives with the 
Rev. Alf Clint as Director. He visited Lockhart Mission for three months in 
1953 and talked to the workers each morning about the Co-operative 
Movement whose principles of democracy, equal opportunity and benefit 
he thought ideal means to build on Warby's approach. The people 
responded; in 1954, the Lockhart River Aboriginal Christian Co-operative 
was enthusiastically launched and Aboriginal directors elected.44 The 
process of transforming Missions into Co-operatives was seen as progress 
towards assimilation into white society.45 

Some seeds of failure were present from the beginning; the parallel 
drawn between Co-operative democracy and Aboriginal cultural obligations 
to share was superficial. Kylie Tennant expressed the common but 
simplistic view of Aboriginal sharing in her popular book on this period of 
Lockhart's history-

The Australian aborigine, in his native state, was a natural born co-operator. 
He hunted for his group, not himself. What a man brought in did not 
necessarily belong to him. The catch was shared.46 

43 John Warby, Report of the Director of Native Affairs, 30 June 1956, p.54; Year Book of 
the Diocese ofCarpentaria, 1956-1957, p.35; Tennant, Speak You So Gently, pp.56-57; 
J.T. Currie, Report of the Director of Native Affairs, 30June 1961, p.19. 

44 Eley, A.B.M Review, July 1956, p.106; John Warby, D.N.A. Report, 30 June 1955, 
pp.54-55. 

45 Tennant, Speak You So Gently, p.173. 
46 Ibid., p.16. 
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In practice, co-operation is not universal in Aboriginal society. At the 
community level there is a view of Lockhart as "one people" but only in 
relation to outside groups and influences; there is only a low level of 
obligation along marriage lines. Chase distinguishes five levels of social 
organisation at contemporary Lockhart, the closest equivalent to "tribe" 
being the third level, the dialect group. Within a dialect group there are 
closer ties between those with descent links to land in adjoining 
"countrymen" estates. The closest ties are between those with descent rights 
to the land and resources of an individual estate. 47 Co-operation and 
obligation across these various levels of identity are varied and complex. 
During Mission history the five or so dialect groups48 coalesced into two 
distinctive and competing groups known as yiipaalu and kungkaalu, north 
and south. But the major focus for co-operation and sharing occurs within 
the smaller "countrymen" groups. The sharing of knowledge and resources 
among such countrymen is proportional to the closeness of kin 
relationships. A lesser level of sharing then goes out to a wider range of 
people related through marriage.49 

Clearly this process of sharing is neither equal nor democratic, which 
further illustrates the endurance of deep-level cultural attitudes in 
Aboriginal society. The potential conflict with the aims of the Co-operative 
was hidden in the first few years by the enthusiasm engendered by W arby 
and other support staff, and the viability of the trochus shell industry. 
However, John's oversight, and his wife Bunty's efficient role as treasurer 
of the Co-operative, were crucial to success. In 1955-6, there was full 
employment in the Mission and Co-operative, and up to four boats were in 
use. There was a good complement of competent staff and adult education 
was reintroduced.50 

By 1957, however, the situation was dramatically reversed and the Co
operative was under pressure on several fronts. During 1956, two boats sank 

47 Chase, Which Way Now?, pp.202ff. 
48 For infonnation on dialect groups see David Thompson, Lockhart River "Sand Beach" 

Language, An Outline of Kuuku Ya'u and Umpila, Darwin 1988, pp.2-4. 

49 Ibid., pp.218-277. 
50 John Warby, D.N.A. Report, 1955 and 1956. 
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and only one, Mary Lockhart, could be restored after its engine was 
overhauled.51 The demand for trochus shell began to collapse as the plastics 
industry emerged. This led the Co-operative into financial difficulties at the 
end of 1957 when Co-operative members had been paid for a large quantity 
of shell before it was shipped to Thursday Island, but the payment of £1800 
to the Co-operative was not forthcoming.52 

Frantic efforts were made to find alternative industries for the Co
operative53 but significant obstacles to agricultural, timber, cattle and 
marine industries were lack of capital and staff, high freight costs and 
southern competition, cattle duffing54 and lack of power and facilities to 
hold perishables such as crayfish. Lockhart was also hampered by poor 
anchorage and difficult access by road and sea; it was 60 kilometres from 
Iron Range airstrip and further from Portlands Roads wharf. A co-operative 
Store was commenced but its viability was shaky because of the loss of 
employment and the income needed to purchase goods. The elderly and 
widows gained pensions in late 195955 but others had to depend on their 
own resources. 

Considerable effort and heartache went into attempts to gain the right to 
exploit minerals on the Reserve including small gold finds. The Queensland 
Government, however, had granted mineral exploration rights to BHP 
which had first claim to any significant finds,56 and would not acknowledge 
any Aboriginal rights to minerals. 57 Although the Mission gained 

si John Warby, D.N.A. Report, 1957, p.54. 

si John Warby to Frank Coaldrake, 9 February 1958, ABM Chairman's Correspondence 
re Aborigines, Series 9. 

s3 Warby, extract letter to Alf Clint, I February 1958, ABM Chairman's Correspondence 
re Aborigines, Series 9; Warby, letter to Coaldrake, 9 February 1958, ABM Chairman's 
Correspondence re Aborigines, Series 9. 

s4 Tennant, Speak You So Gently, p.60. 

ss John Warby to Bishop Hudson, 12 September 1959, ABM Chairman's Correspondence 
re Aborigines, Series 9. 

56 Sun, Brisbane, 3 December 1958; Courier Mail, 5 January 1959. 

s7 G. Evans, Minister to S.R. Ramsden, M.L.A., 8 October 1957, ABM Chairman's 
Correspondence re Aborigines, Series 11; W.A. Brown, report on Interview with Dr 
Noble, Minister for Health and Home Affairs, Brisbane, 27 November 1957, ABM 
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permission to work a small gold lease, the high capital expenditure required 
by the Government finally made exploitation impracticable. Even their 
rights to the Reserve land appeared tenuous in the light of the loss of land 
for bauxite mining at Weipa. Reserves were simply Crown land under 
another name. 

On another front the Warbys experienced internal opposition to the Co
operative both from some Mission staff and from Bishop Hudson who 
became exasperated with unrealisable goals.58 The new bishop, John 
Matthews, felt an underlying tension between the old Mission structure, 
directed by the diocese, and the Co-operative which was supported by Alf 
Clint as Director of ABM Co-operatives.59 The Chairman of ABM, Frank 
Coaldrake, was also active behind the scenes in support of the Co-operative. 
On the personal front the W arbys felt the pressure of separation from their 
young children who went south for primary school.60 At this time the 
Queensland Government became critical of the achievements of Church 
Missions, but strong defences were made and the abysmal underfunding of 
them was revealed when it was admitted in parliament that a takeover of 
Church Missions would cost the Government 1.25 to 1.5 million pounds a 
year.61 

Chairman's Correspondence re Aborigines, Series 9. 
58 Clint to Frank Coaldrake, 30 October 1957, 22 September 1958; John Warby to Frank 

Coaldrake, 1 November 1957; John Hudson to John Warby, 2 April 1958; ABM 
Chairman's Correspondence re Aborigines, Series 9. 

59 Bishop Matthews to Frank Coaldrake, 2 October 1960; W.A. Clint, Notes to Chairman, 
A.B.M., 8 October 1960; Frank Coaldrake, letter to Bishop Matthews, 13 October 1960; 
ABM Chairman's Correspondence re Aborigines, Series 9. 

60 Tennant, Speak You So Gently, p.117. 
61 Courier Mail, 7 November 1958; Statement by Chairman of ABM, Subject: Aborigines, 

IO November 1958, ABM Chairman's Correspondence re Aborigines, Series 29. 
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Underlying all these external difficulties was the disparity between 
Aboriginal understanding of sharing and motivation, and Co-operative 
principles. According to Chase there were group resentments at work in the 
Co-operative62 although this is denied by Warby.63 Tennant's account 
(quoting Clint) of the director's inquiry into the sinking of Francis Pritt 
suggests some lack of enthusiasm and unity. "The Directors gave the men 
a pretty hard time. They'd left that boat when they had orders to stay 
aboard".64 The single crew members had been left aboard to pump out 
leaking water overnight before repairs could be effected the next day.65 

Many did not understand the financial workings and difficulties of the Co
operative66 and even in the 1970s there were feelings by some that funds 
had been misappropriated by directors.67 Administration slackened after the 
Warbys left and Williams had to stop the signing of blank cheques and 
other loose practices when he arrived during 1960.68 

The Co-operative finally failed to establish a sound future for Lockhart 
partly because of material conditions, but also because of cultural factors 
which worked against it holding together in hard times. Stanner, noting such 
difficulties with Co-operatives, observed that "aboriginal groups, for all 
their ideals, are usually made up of factions". 69 After W arby left in February 
1960 to enter St. Francis Theological College, there was a concerted effort 
to save the Co-operative from bankruptcy.70 Mr H. Williams spent the 

62 Chase, Which Way Now?, p.123. 
63 Personal communication, 25 August 1992. 
64 Tennant, Speak You So Gently, p.93. 
65 J. Warby, personal communication, 25 August 1992. 
66 Warby to Coaldrake, 24 December 1958, ABM Chairman's Correspondence re 

Aborigines, Series 9. 
67 In fact remaining funds were used to meet a tax assessment of $1997 in 1967. 
68 Minutes of the Lockhart River Christian Co-operative Society Ltd, and Correspondence, 

from 20 August 1960 to 4 July 1967, Diocese of Carpentaria Archives, John Oxley 
Library, Brisbane, 1960-7. 

69 W.E.H. Stanner, After the Dreaming, Sydney 1974, p.57. 
70 Williams to Chairman, A.B.M., 1 May, 23 May, 6 June 1960, ABM Chairman's 

Correspondence re Aborigines, Series 10. 
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remainder of the year at Lockhart and, by scaling operations down to the 
Co-operative Store, and with firm restraint and an ABM grant, he managed 
to achieve a small credit by October.71 However, by June the following 
year, the new authoritarian superintendent Mr J. Currie, with Diocesan 
Council support, returned the Co-operative Store to Mission control and 
inhibited further development of the Co-operative. 72 Despite the eventual 
demise of the Co-operative, this period is remembered as a time of vitality 
at the Mission and John W arby is remembered as the best of the old 
missionaries because of the way in which he established warm personal 
relationships and battled tirelessly for the community. Moreover, he 
supported the practice of traditional language and ceremony.73 

Demise of Mission Control and Relocation 
The difficulties that ended the Co-operative era were to lead to the 

demise of the Church's control of the Mission itself. Bishop Matthews first 
began a public campaign to raise adequate funds for the development of the 
Diocesan Missions; at the same time, he considered relocating Lockhart 
River. However, the isolation of the Mission, lack of viable local industries 
and tightening government funds finally forced the Diocese to hand over its 
Aboriginal Missions to Government control. Bishop Matthews felt that any 
attempt by the Church to continue it would be doing disservice to the 
Aborigines. 74 

In early 1961, the superintendent J.T. Currie expressed great 
dissatisfaction with the state of the Mission and suggested moving the site75 

further north closer to Iron Range airstrip and Portland Roads wharf. The 
Bishop took this up and proposed it to the Director of the Department of 

71 Williams to Chairman, A.B.M., 17 October 1960, ABM Chainnan's Correspondence re 
Aborigines, Series 10. 

n Minutes of the Diocesan Council of the Diocese ofCarpentaria, 20 March 1961. 
13 Conversation with John Warby, Rockharnpton, October 1988. 
74 Conversation with Bishop A. Hall-Matthews, Lockhart River, February 1989. 
15 Report to the Bishop of Carpentaria from the Superintendent, Lockhart River Mission, 

24 January 1961, Departmental records, Dept. of Family Services and Aboriginal and 
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Native Affairs.76 While the Government agreed to this, it was only prepared 
to offer a lease subject to future mining interests,77 and in 1962, the Bishop 
decided that this relocation in the same area would be "unwise". A move of 
the people to "our other Missions" was now considered:78 the extraordinary 
idea of resettling the Lockhart people across the Cape in the "foreign" land 
of the Edward and Mitchell River Missions.79 The Board of ABM was 
cautious and after advice highlighting the practical and cultural obstacles, 
passed a circumspect motion: 

That with regard to the Lockhart River Mission the Board considers the best 
solution is the removal of the Mission people if it can be arranged with the 
consent of the people and to their advantage. 80 

By May 1963, however, the Bishop had had discussions with the 
Queensland Government and his proposal had developed into one which 
would resettle the people on the Bamaga Reserve near the tip of Cape 
York.81 and transfer temporal welfare to the Department ofNative Affairs 
while the Church continued responsible for spiritual welfare. Immediate 
implementation was hampered because most of the people refused to move, 
but a handful of younger families did move in 1964 to the new settlement 
of Umagico on Bamaga Reserve, partly it seems because of a community 

76 Letter from Bishop of Carpentaria to the Director of Native Affairs, 30 June 1961, 
Departmental records, Dept. of Family Services and Aboriginal and Islander Affairs, 
Brisbane. 

77 Letter from C. O'Leary to Bishop of Carpentaria, 16 October 1961, File 19A/21, 
Department of Family Services and Aboriginal and Islander Affairs, Brisbane. 

78 Deputy Director of Native Affairs to Director of Native Affairs, 25 May 1962, quoting 
Archdeacon of Carpentaria, Departmental records, Dept. of Family Services and 
Aboriginal and Islander Affairs, Brisbane. 

79 ABM, Resolutions of the Board, 1-3 May 1962, Confidential Documents Concerning 
Aboriginal Missions, ABM Archives, 1963. 

80 ABM, Resolution of the Board, 23-25 October 1962, ibid. 
81 ABM, Resolution of the Board, 30 April-2 May 1963, ibid.; N.J. Eley, letter to l. 

Spalding, Aboriginal Affairs, 28 June 1963, ABM Chairman's Correspondence re 
Aborigines, Series 22; A.B.M Review, June 1967, p.15. 
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dispute. 82 (With some encouragement from the Church, most returned to the 
Lockhart settlement in the 1970s.) The others were not pressed to move and 
the focus shifted to negotiating a transfer of temporal responsibilities to the 
Government. By 1965, the Government was funding welfare and 
development programs while the ABM maintained superintendents and 
clergy.83 At this time, the new Director, P.J. Killoran, became critical of the 
Church and tightened funding, forcing the Church to hand over control of 
Lockhart River on 22 May 1967.84 Rebuilding the community began at a 
new site 60km up the coast nearer to the Iron Range airstrip: basically J. 
Currie's original suggestion. Resettlement at the new site was completed in 
April 1969 with the assistance of the Navy vessel Paluma.-

The Post Mission Era 
"Old Site" and "New Site" were to become vivid contrasts in Lockhart 

vocabulary. I arrived at the New Site in February 1969 at the tail-end oflife 
at Old Site. Most people had made the move either into new prefabricated 
houses or into temporary tents. The tail-end at Old Site was sad - a remnant 
holding fort in a lost paradise. 

New Site had many contrasts, change upon change. There was confusion 
over the site, Aborigines expecting it to be a sandy ridge near Quintall 
Beach, while the contractors chose a hill of clay 2.5km inland. Town 
planning was incredible, with houses in close juxtaposition, suburbia style, 
with an inner circle of staff houses on the hill surrounded by an outer circle 
of Aboriginal housing. There was a new kind of staff, often somewhere on 
the public service ladder, some heavy drinkers. Was this a flashback to 

82 Chase, Which Way Now, pp.125-6; "Lazarus at Australia's Gateway", pp.134-5. 
83 A.B.M Review, July 1965, p.88. 
84 Correspondence from P.J. Killoran: draft letter to the Director-General of Education, 
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Giblet time, to a gang of Giblets? The personal relationship was not the 
same. Now a new ideology reigned, a secular version of assimilation. 

"Church is not boss anymore", I was told by an Aboriginal man, and so 
I learnt to tread warily. It was a new era for the Church also. How could the 
Church be relevant, how could the Gospel speak to this situation? Strangely 
enough, a new direction had been developing in missionary circles, a new 
awareness of the depth and integrity of cultural life of different peoples and 
of the breakdown of social frameworks through missionary endeavour. 

I was fortunate to have had six weeks locum at Edward River the year 
before and then nine months of preparation at the ABM Training Centre 
(House of Epiphany) in Sydney. Of most value were the introductions to 
anthropology and missiology which raised appreciation of culture, and 
sensitivity to western ethnocentricity and Australia's lack of experience of 
other peoples. This was followed by a three months course with the 
Summer Institute of Linguistics learning how to learn another language and 
translate the Scriptures into it. Yet books and courses were not enough. In 
the situation the feeling came, "If only ABM could tell me just how to go 
about communicating the gospel here". I then realised that we in the field 
had to break new ground and find out the hard way, by making mistakes. A 
missiology for Aboriginal people was non-existent. 

Learning the language, however, was a good start. It is hard to treat a 
learner as a boss. You can laugh at his mistakes. He became a friend to 
relate to, to give to, to receive from. Music was another bridge. There was 
so much talent in creating songs, singing in harmony, in dancing, so much 
identity wrapped up in it all. Tape recordings returned to them in two 
custom records of their music did much for our egos, theirs and mine. 
Inside all of this the gospel could speak. Ears are closed to outside voices, 
especially the cajoling and berating. The gospel can only be real from 
within the heart of the present Aboriginal cultural life. That was my vision. 

But the new age had arrived with a vengeance. Underlying attitudes 
were: "Who needs the Church today? We, the government, have the 
answers now. We're pouring money in, building a new township, bringing 
modern life. Our staff will show the way; they can copy us, gradually they 
will be able to run things our way by themselves. In the meantime we will 
keep control, we will guard them from making mistakes". 
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The Aboriginal response was a mixed one, caught between two worlds. 
"The white boss must be obeyed, at least up front, for he brought this new 
materialism, but they don't really understand us. We have our ways too, our 
land and traditions. We will try to show them, even initiate them, into our 
ways". I was one of those initiated in Bora ceremonies while most staff 
were not allowed; that stuff had to be left behind. At night, staff parties 
were frequent and noisy, while prohibition ruled for the Aborigines. "Why 
shouldn't we Aborigines be allowed to drink like them? We are as good as 
they are". So many ordered liquor up by barge, and later by plane, with 
consequent disruption to community life and noise in front of staff houses. 

Sadly, this blatant discrimination in drinking rights became the focal 
point for equality with whites, and finally a beer canteen was introduced to 
the community. While this regularised Aboriginal drinking and reduced the 
amount of hard liquor brought in, the long term effects have been tragic. 
Alcohol, the fateful standard of equality, also became the means of escape 
from the powerlessness and confusion of the contact syndrome, marked, as 
Professor Stanner observed, by "the inertia, the non-responsiveness, the 
withdrawal, the taking with no offer in return, and the general anomie that 
have so widely characterized aboriginal life [sic] during their association 
with us".85 Sober, the Aborigines were usually compliant or passively 
resistant to white authority. Only once did I see large-scale sober 
indignation against a Manager after he complained about the persistent 
sound of drums in the village late at night and attempted to stop the 
preparatory dances of the Bora initiation. 

Initially, feelings were confused. The sharper sacred/secular distinction 
of this government time was hard to grasp. The Church seemed cut off, 
without authority, without a place. The Church "had given them up"; the 
sense of obligation to attend church had lifted, although a few old hands 
tried to maintain it. On the other hand the Church was freer to find local 
roots. In 1972, I wrote: 

The Church has been freed from the power structure and also from much of 
the subsequent anti-white and anti-establishment attitudes. The primary 
content of the Christian Faith becomes more clearly evident without the 

85 Stanner, After the Dreaming, p.49. 
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administrative tie-up and confusion with material advantages. While this 
makes the Church's proclamation more difficult it is certainly clearer and 
less encumbered with unconscious props ... There is now a greater freedom 
for the Church to identify with the cultural life of the people and to develop 
a local church that is more truly indigenous. 86 

Old styles of leadership had to be lived down. Church councillors were 
reluctant to express a view until they sensed what the priest's views were. 
I would leave the room to get them talking on their own. On one occasion 
I made it clear that I would not organise a fete; if they did not want it and 
do it, then it would not happen. In such ways they were encouraged to take 
leadership, to be the Church at Lockhart River. My role was to -be a friend, 
facilitator and pastor. This could not be done from a power base, but 
through accepting people as they were and building relationships with them. 

There were plenty of opportunities to have a serving role in the 
community, ranging from becoming a purchasing agent for small but 
essential items like fish hooks that the Government store often ran out of or 
did not stock, repairing a sewing machine or outboard motor, to prompting 
the Government's conscience particularly at election time when no policies 
were offered, or counteracting the blatant political stance of some 
Department officials, or chipping the Director in company with the National 
Party candidate for handing out boiled sweets to the adults instead of 
policies. The purchasing side eventually developed into Jamies Shop and 
this helped to fund a new church building which was consecrated by Bishop 
Hawkey on St James Day, 1974. 

Another side to the serving was encouraging Aboriginal identity through 
language, song and ceremony, and mediating in cross-cultural 
misunderstandings. In 1971, I was privileged to participate in the Bora 
initiation ceremonies by invitation. (The anthropologist Athol Chase and a 
teacher also took part.) This took some thought. Would it compromise 
Christian belief or my priestly role? It also implied a long-term 
commitment to Lockhart. By then I was aware of the way the Bora made 
symbolic links with totemic ancestors in order to establish relationship ties 

86 David Thompson, Church and Aborigines in the Diocese of Carpentaria: Past, Present 
and Future, typed notes, 1972, p.3. 
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and identity in the present. I felt the risks minimal and worth taking, but I 
did ensure that I had Bora mothers from both major groups (north and 
south) in order to have closer community-wide ties.87 Afterwards, there was 
a definable difference in my acceptance in the community: a sense of 
belonging and closeness on both sides that was not there before. People 
knew how to relate to me and were confident in addressing me by kinship 
terms. 

Later, a different community involvement developed. During the 
Whitlam years, when funds were available for self-help projects in 
Aboriginal communities, I initiated discussions on how Lockhart might 
benefit. This led to the formation of the Lockhart River Co-operative 
Advancement Society in 1975, with two sections, one for each of the major 
community groups, so that each could control their own activities without 
conflict. They requested funding for two jet barges to allow each group 
mobility for access to their traditional country to the north and south, and 
for sea hunting. This would have relieved the pressure of community living 
and allowed a more meaningful lifestyle in their terms, but Government 
officials could not think in this way. The DAA would fund only one barge 
or two less expensive fishing vessels. They went ahead with the latter, but 
they were not suitable for the original purpose and the Queensland DAIA 
attempted to turn it into a fishing enterprise. This accelerated after I left in 
1977 and the enterprise folded through a typical process of passive 
resistance.88 Aboriginal aspirations and solutions had not been recognised 
or accepted by those with power. 

After my time, a white priest was appointed for a short time, but since 
1979 the diocese has placed Melanesian Brothers at Lockhart River, and an 
ex-Brother was priest-in-charge from 1985 to 1991. This has had mixed 
results. The black skins broke through anti-white barriers, but they came 
with a different cultural baggage; some were young and inexperienced, and 
their training had been for primary evangelism among food-growers with 
different religious traditions. They were also out of their depth in some of 
the political machinations of Aboriginal affairs. In 1987, the Brothers 

87 David Thompson, Bora is like Church, Sydney 1985. 

88 Chase, Which Way Now?, p.233. 
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attempted to find a new role by establishing a household with gardens near 
the old mission site where young offenders and others could be involved in 
an alternative situation away from the pressures of the Lockhart 
community. The Brothers were withdrawn, however, in 1993. Visits to the 
Old Site were not encouraged in the early years of New Site, but I made an 
annual pilgrimage with a few people to clear around the old church and use 
it for worship. Later, visits by community groups became more frequent 
during dry seasons when there was road access. 

A significant development in the life of the Lockhart River Church was 
the ordaining of two men as deacons in 1985. Jimmy Doctor had faithfully 
served the Church for many years and Stephen Giblet had turned from the 
bondage of alcohol to new life in Christ and trained for a year at 
Nungalinya College, Darwin. Sadly, Stephen died in 1986 and Jimmy in 
1990. 

What my time at Lockhart achieved for the Church is hard for me to 
assess. I think it helped to rebuild some confidence in the Church and its 
role in the community and the people's place in the Church. The positive 
approach to the Bora and the encouragement of Aboriginal thinking about 
the relationship of Bora and Church helped to indigenise the local church. 
The relationship is a sensitive one, however. After my time, the Melanesian 
Brothers viewed the Bora through Melanesian eyes and thought the people 
were worshipping a skull.89 I found a continuing role in mediating 
understanding. In 1981, the Bishop's encouragement of Bora/Church links 
gave rise to fears that the Church wanted to change the Bora. Again I 
became involved in mediating reassurance. In 1988-9, both Athol Chase 
and I were involved with the community in working through the issues 
posed by a proposed immense tourist development on freehold land 
adjacent to the community. It was made clear that we were regarded as 
people they could trust. 

There have been limitations, however, to the effectiveness of the 
Church's ministry and the vitality of the local church in the post-Mission 
era, due mainly to the modernising and secularising thrust of this time, and 
the breakdown of stability of community life through developing 

89 Quoted in Crescendo, parish news of St. Alban's Griffith, NSW, October 1980. 
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alcoholism and its related health and welfare problems. These pressures 
have increased the fragility of religious foundations, in both Bora and 
Church.90 

The Uncertain Future 
A new era began at Lockhart River in October 1987 with the Deeds of 

Grant in Trust legislation and the increased control of the management of 
the community by the Aboriginal Council. The Council faces considerable 
pressure both from enduring cultural factors and from social instabilities. 
Health and employment prospects are little changed from earlier times, 
probably worse. The Government's emphasis on material progress, without 
an equal emphasis on addressing the social impact of rapid change, has only 
resulted in an increased dependence on an institutional community life and 
has provided no hope for the future. 

The attempts by both Church and Government to introduce a western 
style economic life to the community have not taken root in any substantial 
way. White staff are still employed to support the institutional framework. 
When I visited the community in February 1989, the people were very 
concerned that proposed tourist development would close off access to their 
main area of hunting and fishing to the north of the community. This had 
increased the desire by many to return to the old Mission site and other 
places. It is evident to me that Lockhart people desire a lifestyle which 
includes a mixture of traditional and modem elements, with freedom of 
movement on land under their own control. Further development pressures 
occurred with proposals for sand mining in Shelburne Bay, a Space Port 
80km north in Temple Bay, and mineral exploration south at Nesbit River. 
This pressure on the community and their traditional lands has given the 
Aborigines a new awareness of what is at stake; permanent camps in these 
areas are now being established and they present new hope for the future. 

The Church is now free from its power position of Mission days and the 
distorting effects of this upon the Christian Gospel, despite the advantages 
of the direct link between spiritual and social work. Now that a freer Gospel 

90 David Thompson, "Bora, Church and Modernization" in T. Swain and D. Rose (eds), 
Aboriginal Australians and Christian Missions, Adelaide 1988, pp.263-276. 
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can be shared, the Church also has to deliberately make fresh links to social 
development. Hence there is a challenge for the Church to continue a 
significant presence in the community, both in spiritual ministry and in 
social development. 



The Lockhart Catalyst 

Building St James Church at the Old Site, 1953 

Canon John Warby 

Foreword 
Recent histories of Aboriginal missions and settlements have revealed 

the many cases of paternalism, authoritarian control and Eurocentric 
dominance which the inmates had to suffer. This was particularly true in 
Queensland where the State Government legislated as early as 1897 to 
control Aboriginal lives in an unprecedented manner. It wa5 under this and 
subsequent legislation that all missions and settlements operated, most of 
them assuming without question that their charges were childlike, primitive, 
and in need of a firm controlling hand These were the prevailing attitudes 
when John Warby arrived at the Anglican mission at Lockhart River in 
northeast Cape York Peninsula in 1951 as a new superintendent. 

The mission had suffered its share of authoritarian rule since its 
inception in 1924, and after John W arby's departure in 1960, it was to go 
through an even more difficult time when the Queensland government took 
over direct control around 1967. "W arby-time" as it was known in the 
Lockhart vernacular, was well-remembered when I commenced 
anthropological fieldwork at Lockhart River in 1971. Compared with other 
times, and in contrast to the bleak period of bureaucratic 
institutionalisation they were going through then, John W arby's nine years 
at Lockhart River were fondly remembered as a period when Aboriginal 
people were, for the first time, actually encouraged to participate in 
decision-making, and to play a major role in routine administration. His 
period is notable as well for being one when there were no removals from 
the mission. 

As the government regime became increasingly harsh at Lockhart River 
during the 1970s, the adults looked back more and more to "Warby-time ", 
and it was increasingly viewed as a bright and idyllic period when people 
were "happy", when individuals had the opportunity to express themselves 
freely, and when European staff were willing to listen and to act on 
Aboriginal advice. Like most idylls, these views were framed as a 
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contradistinction to the bleak realities of the time, and no doubt contained 
some distortions and historical simplifications. But there could be no 
doubting the sincerity of feelings towards John W arby and his staff. The 
yearning/or happier days at the old mission site from which they had been 
removed, led to a number of Aboriginal schemes to return there in defiance; 
but these were firmly opposed by the government regime. In this historical 
vignette of the raising of St James church there are, I think, strong 
resonances of these feelings for "Warby-time". While some of the detail of 
this era is fading as that generation of participants have died, there is a 
strong Lockhart oral tradition which ensures its place in the local view of 
history. 

Athol Chase 

One naturally expects an established Christian Mission to have a church, 
but such was not the case when the writer arrived at Lockhart River Mission 
in April 1951, as the Church of England lay missionary/Superintendent and 
with few clues as to what was expected of him. After nearly six years in the 
AIF, including spells in Palestine, the Western Desert, Syria, New Guinea 
and Borneo, the following five years had been spent pearling from 
Thursday Island (T.I.). Now the prospect of being a missionary among 
Aborigines, some of whom had worked with me on my boats, presented a 
fresh challenge. 

Many years ago, in the 1920s, a small church had been built at Bare Hill, 
as the locality was known, using light saplings covered with bark, carried 
in from the bush on the heads and shoulders of the people. The church was 
sited on a levelled patch of ground on the corner of the foot track above the 
school. This track led from the four staff houses facing the sea, to the 
village about a third of a mile away. Situated on the corner of the right
angled track, the church would have been visible both from the village to 
the south and the staff houses to the east. Apart from the levelled site, no 
sign of this church remained. It was probably burnt down during the war 
when the mission was evacuated for six months in 1942 but, right now, the 
building of a place of worship was not high on the list of priorities. Other 
matters intruded. 
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The whole person 
It is important to understand that the Mission of the Church to the 

Aboriginal people was a Mission to their "whole persons", including their 
physical, medical, material and educational needs and was not simply 
concerned with the spirituality of the people. This principle was emphasized 
constantly by Bishop John Hudson and it was foremost in all our dealings 
with these original inhabitants of Australia, who were now outcasts in the 
land which they had occupied and loved for countless generations. 

Now their own land was taken from them, their ancient culture largely 
destroyed, their once numerous tribes mere remnants of once vigorous 
thousands, whittled down relentlessly by massacres, strange new diseases, 
oppression, starvation and broken hearts. They fought heroically with spears 
against guns and had paid the inevitable and bitter price of defeat. Woe to 
the conquered! The only way the Church could minister to the scattered 
survivors was by gathering them together in a suitable communal area such 
as an Aboriginal Reserve where they could be befriended, housed, 
hospitalised, healed, helped and educated by a few committed people of 
goodwill, who cared about them as people made in the image and likeness 
of God. 

With nominal State Government financial assistance for Lockhart River 
Mission, and with meagre Church financial resources for this venture, the 
Church nevertheless deliberately set out to cater for the social, medical, 
educational, housing and spiritual needs of every man, woman and child 
who opted to come to the mission. The mere gathering together of these 
hundreds of people from various tribes, inflicted a stressful lifestyle upon 
them, as they took their places alongside one another to learn the new ways 
of life now being offered to them. 

The culture shock inflicted upon the Aboriginals, resulting from the 
impact of the coming of the white man, the need to live alongside people 
from other tribes who were essentially "foreigners", and the imposition of 
new ways and means of living, cannot be over estimated. It was to force 
irrevocable change upon them in the space of a few years, and it says much 
for their resilience, adaptability and intelligence that they have not only 
survived the terrible years of the past, but have largely learned to cope and 
often to thrive in the face of great adversity. 
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The general scene 
The village itself, soon to be known as the Old Village, was situated on 

a low rise where the grey sand changed to rich, red volcanic loam. Here the 
bush gave way to rainforest which, when cleared, provided very fertile 
ground for cultivation. This patch of excellent soil, perhaps 200 acres in 
area, was the main reason for moving the people here in 1925 from the 
original site, established in 1924 at Waterhole, near Orchid Point on the 
south side of Lloyds Bay. There the soil had been mainly sour, sandy, and 
unproductive for growing vegetables such as sweet potatoes, taro, pumpkins 
and cassava which supplemented the consistent diet of fish, turtle, dugong 
and other seafood. 

In 1951 Miss Alice Hann was the missionary schoolteacher, Sister Doris 
Brown was the missionary nursing sister and Fr A.E. Briggs was the 
Chaplain of the Church of England. All were single, living alone in small 
houses. Along with my wife Bunty, we were the entire staff of the mission. 
However Bunty would not join us in our two bedroom house, known as the 
mission house, for another six months, bringing with her our brand new 
seven month old son Christopher, who had been in need of specialist 
medical attention in Brisbane, and our son John, aged two. June, our eldest 
child, of four years, was already on the mission, having accompanied me 
from T.I. on the Melbidir. 

Church services were held in the only place possible, an unlined, 
unceiled weatherboard school building thirty yards from the beach. Strongly 
built along the usual lines of a small country town community hall, it lacked 
both character and atmosphere and served anonymously as a church for 
funerals, weddings and Sunday services, a dance hall when required, as well 
as the school during the week. 

Early in 1952 Fr Biggs returned to his home town in Victoria after more 
than three years service and, a few months later, his place was taken by Fr 
Sagi Ambar, a Torres Strait Island priest. The construction of a new church 
had been discussed with both these Chaplains but, while we explored the 
possibility of building a church, it was obvious that new and additional, 
permanent homes to replace the tumbledown, earth-floored shacks of the 
village were needed more urgently. 

As ever, money was of the "chooks' teeth" variety. In 1951 the State 
Government paid the Church of England Diocese ofCarpentaria a meagre 
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annual grant of £750 to supplement the Church's voluntary outlay at 
Lockhart River Mission. The Government also provided a basic weekly 
food ration per adult consisting of 7 lbs. of white flour, 1 lb. of sugar, with 
baking soda and cream of tartar, and lesser amounts for children. 
Malnutrition was commonplace. Following discussions with the Protector 
of Aborigines, Mr Con O'Leary, in 1952, the white flour was replaced by 
wholemeal flour. Molasses, golden syrup, peanut butter, hops and tinned 
milk were also provided, enabling porridge to be made from the wholemeal 
flour as well as bread and damper. The Church ran a few hundred head of 
cattle, two of which were killed each week and the meat was handed out to 
all families. 

So far as buildings were concerned, there was no money available. The 
economic outlook of the mission was grim, but tiny, earth-floored, over
crowded humpies needed to be replaced and additional dwellings built. The 
building of the church had to be put on hold. 

Fortunately in 1952 the Cape Grey had had a good year. This 36 foot 
gaff-rigged cutter, which the writer had sold to the Diocese of Carpentaria 
when he closed his pearling business on Thursday Island to become 
Superintendent, was now operating from Lockhart River Mission with an 
Aboriginal crew, on behalf of the Diocese. Some of the profit from her sales 
of trochus shell were used to purchase an old army vehicle - a 1942 4x2 
Chevrolet blitzwagon - the first vehicle the mission had owned. Its 
acquisition was to prove invaluable in providing the means of transporting 
the only building materials we could afford - bush timber and sheets of 
bark. We could not foresee the consequences. 

How the first truck came to Lockhart 
I held tight in the passenger's seat as the blitzwagon eased slowly 

forward to lurch down the 45 degree razorbacked jungle-clad ridge to the 
Claudie River half a mile below. Ross Matthews, the new Assistant 
Superintendent of Lockhart River Mission, was at the wheel. The four 
Aborigines with us scrambled ahead, heaving fallen trees aside, axing 
through the occasional one too heavy to move, lopping off intruding 
branches, slicing through the clinging, thorny lawyer-vine with a swinging 
machete as they cleared a narrow track on the spine of the ridge down 
which the blitz, in first gear, slowly ground its way. To either side the slope 
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fell sharply at about 60 degrees. This overgrown, steep ridge was the only 
way to reach the ford across the brown river below. 

"Try the top ford John," George, the Iron Range airstrip groundsman had 
said, casually rolling a smoke, "had a bit of rain, river's up a bit, mightn't 
get through the lower one." Now we were on our way to the top ford. The 
airstrip lay a few miles behind us and 30 miles beyond that the lonely port 
of Portland Roads. 

Long before daylight I had sailed to the port on Mary Lockhart, the 
mission's 32 foot boat, to meet the SS Wandana, John Burkes' ship enroute 
to Brisbane from Thursday Island, carrying the blitzwagon and Ross 
Matthews who, at my suggestion, was coming to Lockhart River Mission. 
As the I 0 year old truck was lifted from the deck and swung high in the air 
before being dumped on the wharf, our eyes gleamed as we realised what 
changes such a vehicle could help bring about at the mission, 40 miles to 
the south. "She's old but she's a beaut!", Ross said enthusiastically. "Been 
right over her and she's in good nick. Searched all over T.I. for some bits 
and pieces and had some parts flown up from Cairns. Pity she's not four 
wheel drive but she'Jl do. You'll see!" 

Now with Ross at the wheel we skidded to a stop on the greasy bank of 
the river, about 30 yards wide at this point, muddy brown from the run-off 
of recent storms, with rain still falling from a sullen sky and dripping 
steadily from the leafy canopy overhead. No sun penetrated here; the jungle 
crowded to the water's edge and giant trees met over head. "Looks deep," 
I said, gazing at the muddy waters rolling by. "Hey Sandy! See how deep!" 
With a flash of teeth to match his white hair, Sandy Captain picked up a six 
foot stick to test the depth of the river and stepped cautiously into the 
stream. One step followed another as he waded forward; even thirty feet 
from the bank we could see it was only up to his knees. 

"No trouble", grunted Ross, "let's go," and slammed the blitz into low 
gear and let the clutch out. "Only take a minute." In we rolled and slowly 
surged forward, only to see, to our consternation, the front wheels disappear 
and water rise over the bonnet, stopping the blitz midstream. "Bloody hell", 
growled Ross as we stepped out into four feet of muddy water, "how come 
it's so deep?" 

We soon found out. Sandy, in sounding the depth, had walked out along 
a huge submerged log and sounded along it, and we had driven in alongside 
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it! 1 The blitz was not a 4 WD and had no geared winch mounted in front, but 
we had come prepared; we knew that we had to cut a 60 mile semi-circular 
track to the mission as we went, over countless small and large creeks -
steep, deep and shallow - through bush and rainforest. Our shovels, axes, 
mattocks, ropes, towing chains and a brand new stump puller, capable of 
heaving stumps from the ground, made us confident that we'd soon be out 
of this mess. 

First we attacked the engine, removing the battery, the coil, distributor 
and spark plug leads, storing them on the opposite bank under a swag. 
"Now let's rig this beauty," said Ross of the stump puller. "Last time I used 
one was at home in the Barossa Valley." Soon the puller was rigged across 
the river from the bumper-bar to a tree and Ross, 6 feet 4 inches, 22 stone 
and immensely strong, applied himself to the ]ever with a bit of help from 
me. "Come on, me beauty," he groaned as together we worked on the lever 
and come she did, about two feet, before the puller stripped its gear with our 
exertions and we knew it was useless to continue. "Now what!" he 
exploded. 

"A cuppa might help", I said, and told Norman Tucandidgee to get a fire 
going and boil the billy. No problem on a rainy day for a fullblooded 
Aborigine. "Reckon we ought to ask George to lend a hand." I jotted a quick 
note to George, to say that we were stuck and could he give us a hand with 
the Department of Civil Aviation (DCA) tractor to tow us out, and gave it 
to Sandy Captain to take back to him. 

In due course we could hear the tractor as it slowly negotiated the steep 
ridge down to the river and soon George appeared through the foliage. 
"G'day!", he said, "thought you might have a bit of trouble. Soon have you 
out John," and he swung the tractor about and we hooked on our ropes, now 
fastened to the rear bumper. "Let's go!" He gunned the tractor hard while 
we all pushed as well but it didn't move an inch. Again and again he tried 
until the ropes broke but the truck just stubbornly sat in the middle of the 
nver. 

In 1990 it was still there and I was able to point it out to my children John and Patty, as 
we stood in the middle of the Claudie River, this time on a broad concrete bridge 
recently constructed by the Australian Army engineers. That log may outlast us all! 
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More rain, more tea, more talk - it was getting dark now and we realised 
that we could do no more that day. George had no headlights and said he'd 
better get home and come back in the morning with more ropes and a 
couple of heavy pulley blocks. "We'll rig up a block and tackle across the 
river and pull you forward eh? Make it easier on the tractor too." We spent 
a wet and miserable night but not even hordes of mosquitoes could keep us 
awake. 

Next morning, sure enough, George returned early with the extra gear, 
all of which belonged, of course, to the DCA. "They'll never know," grunted 
George in reply to my query of Departmental approval for the use of their 
tractor, fuel, and assorted gear as well as George's time. "Anyway, there's 
no white blokes either way for a couple of hundred miles so we've got to 
help one another." 

We soon had a rope fastened to the front bumper bar of the blitz, then up 
through the great double-sheaved block strung from a tree on the opposite 
bank, then back across the river where it passed through a single-sheave 
block attached to a tree then back across the river to pass through the 
second sheave of the first block and then again across the river to the rear 
of the tractor. A wave to George and we sat back and waited as George took 
up the slack and we watched expectantly as he gunned the tractor in its 
lowest gear. ''Now!" But the blitz moved not an inch. So the six of us waded 
into the river and heaved, while the tractor roared and strained. Not one inch 
would the truck move. 

Again and again we strove, now getting a bit desperate but all to no 
avail. Finally we undid the tractor and blitz, coiled up the ropes, retrieved 
the blocks and thanked George for his generous help. ''Nah, that's al'right. 
What are mates for? Sorry I couldn't move the bugger. Bloody inspector 
coming tomorrow so I'd better have a lash at the grass and keep him happy", 
and he kicked over the tractor and started up the ridge to catch up on the 
grass cutting he'd neglected in order to help us. Meanwhile the river was 
rising. "Let's eat", I said. 

After a silent lunch of corned beef and damper washed down with black 
tea, Ross looked up and said, "Got an idea!" "What's that" I asked, for ideas 
had not been lacking since we had plunged into the river 24 hours before. 
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"Bush windlass!" said Ross, "that'll move her. She'll have to move. I know 
it! I'll get her out if it's the last thing I do! Remember those horses?"2 

I believed him. Memories of his earlier struggles with two horses aboard 
the Torres Strait Herald, the Church's 45 foot auxiliary ketch, were fresh 
in my mind. The idea had been to take the horses from T.I. to St Paul's 
Mission on Moa Island, where they were to be used in pulling a plough. 
Ross had hobbled them on the wharf and decided to lower them one at a 
time to the deck. Using the halyards of the Herald's mainmast he lowered 
the first panic-stricken horse and tethered it. While the second horse was 
being swung aboard a large wave rocked the boat causing the first horse to 
lose its footing and fall on the deck. The second horse had to hang mid-air 
until the first horse was securely tethered. 

Ross eventually tied both animals prone on the deck so that they were 
unable to stand and sailed the 25 mile voyage to St Paul's where they were 
cut free, pushed overboard to swim ashore to gallop for the hills with 
Islanders scattering before them. It took weeks to catch them. When I heard 
the full story in the pub later he said, "John, they sure weren't sea horses, 
but I made up my mind to get 'em there if it was last thing I did! "3 Now I 
asked: "What's a bush windlass?" "A bush windlass John, is built of trees, 
forked log and two long levers." In a short time we had two strong trees 
selected on the far bank about three yards apart. The choice of the forked 
tree took a little longer for, as Ross explained it, it was the drum or cylinder 
of the windlass and it needed to be substantial in diameter but not so thick 
that it would be too difficult to wind. We cut one down that he selected, 
leaving a decent fork a couple of feet long and laid it behind the first two 
trees that were to act as fulcrums. 

"But how do we tum it Ross?" "Easy", said he, "we get a couple of good 
levers now, 18 to 20 feet long." We lugged a chain out, fastened it to the 
blitz, then dragged the chain to the "drum" and fastened it, taking up the 
slack. The lever was inserted in the fork. "Heave!" bellowed Ross and 

2 If it's the last thing I do" was a favourite saying of Ross's which he trotted out whenever 
confronted with a difficult task such as this and invariably he came out on top. 

3 These were the same horses that Kylie Tennant and Fr Alf. Clint rode when they visited 
Moa Island in 1956 when gaining material for Speak You So Gently. 
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grudgingly the blitz moved a few inches! "Hold her there!", shouted Ross, 
"put the other lever in the other side and take the first one out." And so we 
did. "Heave", shouted Ross and again the blitz moved four inches or so. 

Not much, but we could move her! We knew that we could get her out 
as long as the chain held and we kept working. By now it was getting dark 
but we were so glad to see the blitz move that no one worried about that. At 
last we were getting somewhere! We knew we would work on into the night 
until we hauled her free of the rising river. In fact we worked all night. At 
5.30 a.m. next morning, while still dark, we rolled the truck up the bank and 
threw ourselves exultantly on the ground for the only respite since 
yesterday's lunch, while the truck stood dispiritedly on the sloping bank 
with water trickling and dripping from its sodden cargo. 

Soon we were at it again. Someone got the fire going and knocked up 
more damper and corned beef and tea for breakfast; others unloaded the 
truck and spread things out to dry, while Ross and I set to work on the 
drowned engine to clean and dry it, stripping the air filter and the 
carburettor, removing the cylinder head and exhaust manifold and draining 
the sump, while the electrical gear dried near the fire. Finally we put it all 
together again, kicked it over and cheered when she caught and fired. By 
4.00 p.m. we had repacked and loaded our gear and moved off through the 
rainforest, which soon gave way to bush where we camped a few miles on 
at a clearwater creek - the first of many we would cross before arriving at 
Lockhart River. 

Cutting the road as we went, nine days after leaving Portland Roads, we 
were on the western bank of the Lockhart River, preparing to descend down 
the rough cutting we had dug as we had done so many times already in the 
past six days. There might be more than a hundred creeks heading in the 
coastal mountains to the west and finding their way to Lloyds Bay and the 
Lockhart River. Whenever we came to such a creek we developed the 
routine of going on foot, up and down the bank, until we selected a 
reasonable place where we thought we could make an entry and exit. The 
creek crossing selected, we would all set to with axes, shovels and mattocks 
and, after much hard work in which we all joined, we then eased down the 
bank in the blitz and roared out the other side~ with all hands pushing, 
grimly determined never again to get stuck in a creek. 
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Now we were ready to cross the Lockhart River itself. Both banks had 
been prepared and Ross started the engine and the blitz crawled slowly to 
the top of the bank to make the descent when, with a crash, the engine 
stopped. We both knew it wasn't being temperamental. Here was trouble! 
In a blitzwagon the engine is situated under the front seat and the sound was 
ominous to our ears. The engine would not turn over. Something drastic had 
happened. Reluctantly we once again set about removing the cylinder head. 

Investigations finally revealed a smashed piston. With the mission still 
12 miles away there was nothing to be done but make the blitz as safe as 
possible from the weather and walk to the mission. We expected to be back 
in a few days or so, if we could get a new cylinder on the next plane. But it 
would be five weeks before she could follow us and even then would be 
repaired and driven by another. 

We finally arrived at the mission house about 9.00 p.m., all weary after 
this walk on top of our exertions of the previous nine days, with little sleep 
at night. We passed through the Old Village on the way home, where our 
Aboriginal helpmates went to their families. The physical demands of this 
exhausting journey were felt by all, with Ross affected more than anyone. 
Bunty was delighted to see us and we very glad to be home, even without 
the truck. We got cleaned up and Bunty made us a good hot meal while we 
recounted the highlights of the past days to her and then we went to bed for 
a good night's sleep, but not before Bunty passed on the family news. 

Ross was now running a temperature. He slept in the bedroom under the 
house and in the morning we were alanned when we found that, after a 
wretched night, he could not get out of bed. Sister Doris Brown examined 
him and Bunty contacted T.I. by radio for advice from the hospital there. 
The ~Ospital superintendent, Dr Jack Barnes, well known to us from T.I. 
days, advised us to fly Ross to Cairns hospital by Cairns Aerial Ambulance. 
However the Ambulance refused to make the trip as the small mission 
airstrip - built by hand before WWII - was overgrown and had not been 
used for ten years. A few months before this crisis, the Ambulance plane 
had landed on the front beach to pick up Simon Ropeyarn, an Aboriginal 
man who had broken his leg when a windmill we were erecting collapsed. 
The pilot on that occasion had a difficult time in both landing and taking off 
and, although he returned safely to Cairns, he had no wish to repeat the 
experience. Once was enough. 
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We did everything we could for Ross who maintained that, "I'll get over 
this John, if it's the last thing I do!" If it had been only the leptospirosis that 
he was fighting, which both Bunty and I were found to have when our blood 
samples were later sent to Brisbane, it is likely that he would have made a 
good recovery in due course, as we both were to do with the help of 
chloromycetin and six weeks' bed rest. But we were to learn that Ross had 
a history of heart trouble, and the tremendous exertions of the past nine 
days had caused further damage to his heart, although he never once 
complained about this on the trip. This arduous journey was to prove fatal 
for him and, despite his great strength, both in body and spirit, he died the 
following morning, Sunday 20 May 1952. 

I became ill on Saturday evening and was unable to attend his funeral on 
Monday which was conducted in the school house by that veteran 
missionary schoolteacher, Miss Alice Hann, in the absence of Fr Sagi 
Ambar, who had returned to T.I. enroute to Darnley Island as priest-in
charge there. Ross is buried in the cemetery, half a mile west of the 
buildings of the old cattle station. A fitting headstone has been raised to 
mark his resting place among his Aboriginal friends, for whom he gave his 
life. Bunty and I have no difficulty in recalling the date of Ross' death, it 
being the 10th anniversary of our marriage. 

Bishop John Hudson came to the mission the following Friday and took 
charge for a couple of weeks, bringing with him Dr Jack Barnes, and 
another sister from T.I. hospital for our medical well being. I say "our" 
medical well being, for the highlight of Bunty's family news on our arrival 
was that she was expecting our fifth child, Carolyn Mary, who was born 
seven months later at T.I. The usual morning sickness was one thing but, as 
her physical condition worsened, Bunty was also forced to take to her bed 
and later was found to be suffering from leptospirosis. 

In June Bishop John Hudson arranged for the Superintendent of the 
Torres Strait Mission, Fr Albert Haley, who was an engineer before his 
ordination, to fly down and repair the truck and drive it to the mission. A 
gang of men had by now sufficiently cleared the horse track to Lockhart 
River for the blitz to make the trip. In due course Albert arrived and next 
day rode out by horse to the truck with some men, his tools and a new 
piston, which he installed, and rode home again. The next day he rode out 
again with the same team and drove the blitz in. 
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And so it was that in this way and at such great cost, the first truck 
finalJy reached the mission, seven weeks after it was unloaded at Portland 
Roads. Before returning to T .I., Albert got me out of bed and gave me my 
one and only driving lesson on the flat beyond the school. In later years, he 
visited me in Rockhampton and, while driving him around the town in my 
usual way, he wryly remarked that he wished he'd given me two! 

Albert Haley is now, at the time of writing, Bishop of the Anglo
Catholic Church of Australia, a small group of people who have broken 
away from the Anglican Church of Australia for reasons of liturgy and in 
rejection of the growing acceptance in the Anglican Church of the 
ordination of women to the priesthood. Albert and I remain good friends. 

Building proceeds apace 
In October 1952 twenty-four year old Fr Jim Eley, later Archdeacon of 

Newcastle, arrived with his newly wedded nineteen year old wife Margaret, 
to take up his duties as Chaplain. Both were destined to be of great 
assistance over the next three years. Meanwhile, now that we had transport 
for materials, we required a carpenter to build the houses. By arrangement 
with Bishop John Hudson, the Rev'd William Namok, a devout Church 
Deacon and carpenter from St Paul's Mission on Moa Island, now joined us 
with his family in order to commence the construction of the New Village, 
as it became known. 

The New Village 
The existing houses in the Old Village were dirt floored, gable roofed 

bush huts about ten by twelve feet, sometimes with a door opening but with 
no door, but more often open on one side in the traditional manner of the 
gunyah. Mats, woven of pandanus leaf, were unrolled at night on which to 
sleep on the ground. 

The Old Village was situated inland about half a mile from the 
administrative centre, which consisted of school, food store, hospital and 
staff houses, all of which were in well-placed situations on the beautiful 
foreshore of sea, rocks and beach. The site of this New Village was to be 
between the mission house and the beach, with sea views to the north where 
Cape Direction, named by Captain Bligh on his epic voyage by long-boat 
from the Bounty to Timor, loomed in the distance. 
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In consultations with representatives of the people and the staff, we 
formulated a plan for the New Village, with the future St James church to 
be placed at the west end of the proposed village about 50 yards in front of 
the existing mission house. This plan was then explained to the assembled 
community and was greeted with enthusiasm. It meant that the New Village 
would be not more than fifty yards from the beach; some houses enjoying 
beach frontages; all with sea views. It would also mean staff and people 
lived in much closer proximity with one another. 

A multi-cultural problem 
Consideration had to be given to the tribal situation. The people of 

Lockhart were far from being members of one tribe, but mainly the 
remnants of clans from five tribes, up and down the Peninsula. The first 
gathering of these clans in 1924 was on the shores of Lloyd's Bay at 
Waterhole, and families of the various tribes naturally clustered together 
when camping. But in addition to the larger tribes, there were numerous 
other people as well. 

When the Reverend Dr A.P. Capell, eminent priest, author and linguist, 
and Emeritus Professor of Anthropology, University of Sydney, was invited 
to the mission for a week in 1957, he found that there were nine distinct 
Aboriginal languages represented among our conglomerate group, including 
one man who was the only person to speak his language, although life had 
forced him to learn the local "Sand Beach" language. We were, in fact, an 
Aboriginal multi-cultural society, which included also large families of 
South Sea Island descent, Torres Strait Islanders and even a Maori as well 
as Aborigines of European descent. 

The tribal grouping was retained when the mission moved to the site at 
Bare Hill, and the Old Village was originally built. The Old Village housed 
all occupants of five distinct tribal areas, abutting one another. There was 
much discussion as to the continuation of this system in the planning of the 
New Village and many words were spoken for and against the idea. 

I pointed out that they had been living in close proximity for 28 years; 
they had grown used to living together and working together in various 
ways, such as in cattle work, trochus diving on numerous luggers and lately 
Cape Grey; they had intermarried and had children, who in turn went to 
school together, and to remember, that we all were worshipping together as 
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Christians. I suggested that such intermingling of the community was good 
and that this bonding should now continue, by moving away from the old 
arrangement of separate areas for different tribal clans. People of different 
tribes could live beside one another, just as the people were right now, 
gathered side by side in the community meeting. This idea was discussed, 
finally accepted, and after further discussion, the consensus was reached 
that houses should be built six at a time, by community effort, and that none 
would be occupied until all six were completed. Living on the beach front 
would prove hugely popular. 

The Bora lives again 
During these rather lengthy discussions, it was revealed by some old 

Aboriginal men that their ancient ways had been downgraded. The Bora and 
Corroborees had now been forbidden for many years and, with the passage 
of time, were in danger of being forgotten. Many old people had died and 
with them their intricate knowledge of their culture. Would I agree to them 
recommencing the Bora and Corroborees? I believed that this restraint, once 
imposed for reasons of the higher good of the people, could now be seen to 
be of the order of a cultural and spiritual tragedy. While they were 
Christians, they were very young Christians, and many of their ways had 
inspired and served their people well for countless generations before Christ 
was born. Why should they not continue to do so? 

Aboriginal culture is of the very soul of the people and I felt their inborn 
spirituality must be nurtured from generation to generation, as was mine by 
my parents and grandparents. But for Aboriginal people, the Bora and its 
profound, ancient, cultural background looms far larger. It is a vital means 
to their understanding of life and to their sense of identity. Rituals preserve 
our identity as a social group, but they also connect people through time. I 
believe that, by keeping everything as similar as possible to the way in 
which it was initially done, we connect in a mysterious way with those who 
have also done it before and even with those in distant time, who 
commenced it. This is certainly true of the Holy Communion, which was 
instituted by Jesus at the Last Supper, the circumstances and ritual having, 
like the Bora, developed over thousands of years, but we still follow His 
command to "do this in remembrance of Me." 
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I agreed to relax the rule immediately and encourage the old people to 
preserve their culture while they could, but never to forget Jesus, who loves 
us and died to save us all. This decision was greeted with excited 
acclamation, flashing brown eyes and grinning teeth. It was a far more 
enthusiastic response than was received for the proposal for the New 
Village and it was to have far reaching effects on the future lives of us all. 

After discussions with the elders a day or two later, they selected an area 
of dense bush in the comer of the bay and it was set aside for the cultural 
activities of the old men who, at once, declared it out of bounds for women 
and children. While not a "sacred site", it nevertheless attained an aura of 
holiness in the minds of the community. A dancing ground for-performing 
the Bora and Corroborees was also set aside, next to the new store below 
the New Village. 

A new spirit became evident as the messages of recognition and 
acceptance were lived out. The Bora and Corroborees were to flourish with 
the years and to become an integral part of the social, religious and cultural 
life of the mission. The New Village, the cattle industry, trochus fishing and 
such related activities would cater for the material side of life, while the 
Church and the Bora would combine in rounding out and fulfilling our 
spiritual needs and expectations. With the passing years, dancing the Bora 
and Corroborees were to bond anew all people on the mission. 

It was more obvious than ever now, that the Church would need a 
building in which to gather in worship and fellowship. The building of the 
New Village now proceeded apace. The timber flooring and corrugated iron 
for the roof were provided by the State Government. All materials were 
transported on the blitzwagon, enabling far heavier bush timbers to be used. 
The houses were constructed of sturdy bloodwood posts sunk into the 
ground on the ancient post principle, with bloodwood stumps on which 
were laid plates and floor joists to carry the sawn timber flooring. Walls 
were then erected, floor boards being used as strengthening diagonal 
supports with top plates to carry the gable roof rafters on which were laid 
new corrugated iron. Walls were sheathed with messmate bark, as were the 
windows, which were hinged for convenience. The floors, being raised a 
few feet off the ground, were reached by bush-timber steps. Each house 
was, at first, identical in plan but, with an area of 600 square feet, all were 
a great improvement on the homes of the Old Village. 
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The lucky occupants were selected on the basis of one house to a family 
of each of the five tribes, with two houses to families of the largest tribe 
living on the mission. These selected names were placed in a hat and the 
owner's name was ceremoniously drawn in front of each house, the owner 
at once taking possession of his new home. A few days were then given to 
feasting, dancing and celebrating while the owners settled in, before work 
commenced on the next group of six homes. 

The people worked with a will for one anothers' benefit. A good spirit 
was abroad among all. By May 1953 we had twelve houses occupied with 
another six under construction as well as a Children's Centre complete with 
kitchen, dining room, communal bathrooms and toilets. The- truck was kept 
busy week days hauling timbers and bark from the bush eight or ten miles 
distant. Pat Taylor had now joined our staff as a missionary engineer and 
was to prove most useful in maintaining things mechanical. 

Let us build our church 
About this time Bishop John Hudson again visited the mission and was 

warmly greeted in the customary manner, being carried ashore from the 
dinghy by men, while welcoming hymns were sung by all assembled on the 
beach. The next morning, the Bishop celebrated Holy Communion in the 
school~ for what proved to be the last time and inspected the houses. 
Afterwards the Bishop, Fr. Jim Eley and the writer discussed the building 
of a church over a cup of tea. What was a mission without a church in 
which to gather together in worship, to foster the spirit of the community? 
We agreed we needed a church with atmosphere, a building set purposefully 
apart in which to spread the Good News, to promote fellowship, to foster 
the understanding of the Christian faith and to worship God, in whose 
image we are all made. We all agreed a church was essential. But with little 
money available, we agreed that, ifthe church was to be built, it could only 
be constructed,· like the houses, from the bush materials on hand. At this 
point the church was ten miles away, growing in the bush. We agreed that, 
if it was to be built, it could only be constructed with the help of the teams 
working under William Namok, now building the houses and the Children's 
Centre. 

William Namok was now included in our discussions, making numerous 
practical suggestions. An executive decision to build the church was finally 
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reached, but its construction would mean putting on hold the incomplete 
houses and the Children's Centre. Work on these would have to be 
suspended to focus all resources and energies on the creation of the church. 
Thus our slender resources of money, manpower and one old blitzwagon, 
precluded other work continuing while the church was being erected. The 
church site having been decided, a rough design was sketched and though 
the final building was slightly modified during construction, this sketch was 
to be our only plan of the church. 

All hands to the task! 
Now that a firm decision to build the church had been taken, we swung 

into immediate action and called a general community meeting for 9.00 
a.m. next morning, on the site of the proposed church. At this meeting the 
idea was set out simply and explained at length with all questions were 
answered. Finally the proposal brought an enthusiastic response and, at the 
end of the meeting, we laid out the church's dimensions on the ground, 
pegging the positions of the future post holes. 

The church would be in the form of a cross; its length to lay parallel to 
the sea, with the arms of the cross incorporating the vestry on the landward 
side of the church and a chapel in memory of Ross Matthews on the 
seaward side. The nave of the church would be 60 feet long, 55 feet wide 
at the transepts and 35 feet wide in the nave. The 15 feet deep sanctuary 
would be in the shape of an elongated arc, with five walls angled to achieve 
this form. Where these five walls met, a rafter would soar from each 
junction to meet one another in a peak at the end of the ridgepole of the 
main roof 30 feet above the floor. A small belJ tower above the eastern 
doorway would be incorporated into the ridge line of the roof. The impact 
of the building when completed was remarkable in its gracious symmetry. 

Despite the church only being marked by a few pegs and marks 
scratched on the ground, we could visualise its finished state. When 
someone asked what we should call the church, it was pointed out that St 
James the Apostle was our patron saint, as the mission was commenced on 
his day in 1924. We then realised that St James Day fell on the 25th of July 
and that this was only six weeks away! Could we possibly build the church 
of St James in six weeks? With many willing hands and God's help we 
could and did. But it was to be a close run thing! 
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From then until the church was finished, all other work was suspended 
or minimised as we moved single-mindedly to the task in hand. The Cape 
Grey trochus shelling venture was put on hold. By this time the captain and 
crew were on a 50/50 profit sharing arrangement between the mission and 
the crew, but all hands came ashore and pitched in wherever needed. The 
stockmen were also caught up in the explosion of excited activity, helping 
as required, while a small number concentrated on bringing extra "killers" 
to supplement our food requirements as individual hunting and fishing 
parties ground to a standstill. 

Gangs of men were allocated various jobs. The wood cutting gang were 
selected from strong young men. Their work was to select and cut the trees 
required, load and lash them aboard the blitzwagon. The first trees cut were 
soaring bloodwood trees that were destined to be the massive posts of the 
church. These were so huge that they could only be snigged in behind the 
blitz one at a time from where they grew 10 miles away. Another gang at 
the church site was put to work stripping the bark from these great trees and 
another to "sap" each one to remove all exterior soft wood and to reveal the 
rich, red, tough heart of the trees for their entire length. 

Meanwhile, the building gangs under William Namok were sinking 
holes up to six foot deep into which each prepared post was manhandled 
and, with the ingenious use of two sturdy timber legs and the blocks and 
halyards removed from the Cape Grey, raised and slid into its hole and 
trued up in every direction before the red soil was shovelled and rammed 
until the hole was full and the post stood firm and straight. 

These substantial posts were the main timbers upon which the entire 
structure of the church would depend and, to enthusiasts like us they 
seemed aware of it, standing nobly like proud sentinels of the faith. When 
all were in place, the top of each post was connected by sturdy poles, both 
across the nave as well as longitudinally. In tum, these connecting timbers 
were supported and reinforced with other timbers angled into the 
bloodwood posts, for upon them would be carried the weight of the gable 
roof. With the bare :framework of the nave now in place, the sanctuary was 
constructed, followed by the transept, containing the vestry on the left and 
the memorial chapel on opposite sides of the nave. Facing the sanctuary, the 
vestry was on the right. 
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In carrying out this work, men swarmed over the building as best they 
could for we had only two ladders and no scaffolding. Time was of the 
essence but agility, skill and luck ensured that no one was seriously injured. 
Messmate timber was used as supports and in framing up the sanctuary, 
roof and walls. This round timber was barked but not sapped like the great 
bloodwood posts. Gradually the church took shape and, the timber 
requirements having been met, the timber cutting gang now turned their 
attention to removing the messmate bark so that it could cover the entire 
framework. When the entire roof was covered, a further layer of thick 
paperbark was laid over the messmate bark to waterproof it, working from 
the lower level of the roof to the ridgepole, overlaying the top edges of the 
paperbark. Although up to I Yi inches thick, this type of bark did not have 
the structural strength to be nailed to the frame in the same manner as the 
messmate bark had been made fast, and it was therefore securely held by 
saplings. These were laid parallel with the ridge role and nailed into 
position on the rafters through both messmate and paperbark with six inch 
nails. This provided a stable and efficient waterproof roofing which was 
still in excellent repair, without maintenance, when the writer left Lockhart 
River Mission seven years later in 1960. However, a cyclone about 1963 
damaged the roof though not the structure and, in 1965 the bark roof was 
removed and replaced with galvanised iron. 

The length of messmate bark required to sheet the walls was about ten 
feet, and that for the roofing at least 17 feet so as to dispense with 
overlapping between the ridgepole and the gutter line. The carrying of this 
length of bark posed problems with our short bodied blitzwagon and we 
found we needed a few men riding on the front mudguards and cabin top to 
counterbalance the weight of bark extending to the rear. 

Cutting messmate bark 
Procuring messmate bark is a skill seldom seen today, but such bark 

played a most important housing need in the bush in earlier years and it may 
be of interest to record the method used. It is a labour of considerable skill 
and is not without risk, for the "barker" may be precariously poised 20 feet 
above the ground. The bark is very strong and tough. To remove the bark 
it is necessary to cut through the bark of a standing tree to the timber, using 
a very sharp axe. These cuts are made at both the top and bottom of the 



15. St James Church, Lockhart River Mission N.Q. 
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16. Women stripping and rolling pandanus leaves while others weave the pandanus mat which covered the sanctuary 
ceiling above the altar. 
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sheet required in an overlapping, zigzag fashion, extending around the 
entire diameter of the tree. The cuts are then joined perpendicularly down 
one side of the tree, again using the overlapping, zigzag method of cutting. 

Such ladders as we had were in use in the building of the church, but the 
men literally rose to the occasion. To enable the cutting of a 17 feet sheet, 
a sapling about 25 feet long was cut down and trimmed of branches, leaving 
a fork extending a couple of feet at the top. This was then placed against a 
suitable tree at an angle of perhaps 45 degrees. Armed with a razor-sharp 
axe, an Aborigine walked up the sloping sapling and, standing on the fork, 
chapped zigzag cuts as far as he could reach on either side of the tree trunk. 
He then shinned down and moved the sapling to the other side of the tree, 
whereupon he again repeated the walking-up and cutting of the top zigzag 
until the two were satisfactorily joined. He again shinned down the tree and 
continued the cutting of the bottom of the proposed sheet at the correct 
length. Having completed this he now commenced on the vertical zigzag 
cutting of the sheet as far as he could reach. He then ascended again on 
smaller forked saplings to continue to cut until the top cut was reached. 

At this stage the bark is still firmly attached to the tree throughout its 
entire length. It is then prised away from the tree with the blade of the axe, 
special care being taken so that the bark is not split longitudinally. 
Sharpened small saplings are used to reach further up the trunk. This work 
is continued until the bark is sprung from the trunk, whereupon it is eased 
off the trunk and laid upon the ground. At this point the bark is cylindrical, 
retaining the shape it has taken generations to acquire. If allowed to dry for 
any reason, the bark cannot be flattened. To be of further use it must be 
flattened at once. This is achieved by the use of heat. A large fire is used 
and the cylinder of bark is laid in the flames and passed continually 
backWards and forwards until the tension of the bark has been relaxed until 
it can finally but slowly and carefully be laid flat on a cleared area of earth, 
care again being taken to avoid any splitting lengthwise. Heavy logs are 
now laid upon the bark to ensure its new shape is retained when it has 
cooled. The procedure is repeated with subsequent sheets of bark which are 
then laid upon the first sheet on the ground and the logs replaced. 
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When thoroughly dried, messmate bark is extraordinarily strong and 
rigid and will last for many years. Aborigines and other artists use it for 
their art work.4 

The women's contribution was substantial 
While all able-bodied men were heavily engaged in cutting timber, 

preparing messmate bark, transporting materials and in the varied work of 
actually building the church, the task of stripping the melaleucas of their 
paper bark fell traditionally to the women. This was their special 
contribution. As many as 25 women were prepared to walk the five or six 
miles to a swamp where these distinctive trees grew in profusion. Numerous 
young women carried their babies with them. These were looked after by 
older women while the younger ones were stripping bark. The paper bark 
was carefully stripped from large trees in sheets up to three or four feet 
wide and about six feet long and then piled in heaps. Of all the varieties of 
melaleuca at Lockhart, there was only one type that enabled the bark to be 
stripped in such large sheets. Unlike the messmate trees, where the 
harvesting of bark resulted in the certain death of the tree, paperbark could 
be removed from the melaleucas without harm to the trees as only the thick, 
weathered outer covering was removed. 

The women had for years been accustomed to stripping, rolling and 
tying the bark to carry it on their heads to the village but, once again, the 
ubiquitous blitz proved its worth, day after day bringing in loads of 
paperbark as, day after day the women carrying tomahawks walked to the 
swamp, stripped and gathered the bark into heaps before walking home 
again to prepare a meal for their families. Later many women gathered 
armloads of pandanus leaf from which they stripped the spine and rolled the 
leaf in preparation for weaving a magnificent mat which covered the 
sanctuary ceiling, rising from the top of the reredos to the ridge pole of the 
roof, a most satisfying labour of love of which they were rightly proud. 

4 The painting of the Crucifixion in St James Church Lockhart River New Site, was 
executed in 1955 by the eminent artist Ray Crooke as a reredos for the altar at the Old 
Site. At the time Ray was employed by the Diocesan Registry and visited the mission to 
paint a series of scenes on bark but, having to return earlier than expected, the 
Crucifixion scene was the only one completed. 
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And so was the childrens'! 
The site of the church slopes gently to the sea and, such was the width 

of the church including the vestry and chapel, that the floor required filling 
to a depth of 4 feet 6 inches to level it. There were plenty of rocks on the 
beach front fifty yards away, but the truck was unavailable for carrying 
stones as it was busy from daylight to dark, transporting loads of timber and 
bark. The problem was unexpectedly solved when the schoolchildren were 
enlisted for "after school" work, lugging about two hundred tons of stones 
over some weeks to fill the floor. It was work they thoroughly enjoyed, 
yelling and screaming encouragement at each other, feeling they were an 
important part of the building teams. And so they were. Later, the truck 
carried tons of soil to level the floor and then clean beach sand to cover the 
soil. 

We are determined to finish the church on time! 
This community effort built upon itself as people became caught up in 

the enthusiasm of watching the church take shape. A fierce determination 
to finish the church by St James Day resulted in numerous personal 
initiatives being taken. These became commonplace as people became 
inspired by individual efforts. The following are two such instances: 

In the first instance we had been working long hours, from daylight to 
dark, but the task seemed insurmountable. One evening, after dark, a group 
of men turned up to see me. Among them were the Chief Councillor Jimmy 
Doctor, Matty Ropeyarn, David Marriott, and Frank O'Brien. They put into 
words what I had been afraid to voice. "It doesn't look as though we're 
going to finish on time!" I agreed. Despite our best efforts it looked as 
though the job was beyond us all. But then they went on. "We want to work 
at night! We've talked about it and we've agreed to work at night! We'll all 
bring our pressure lamps and work on the church by the light!" And so they 
did; what great-hearted goodwill. We had no electricity, but every night 
until 11.00 p.m. and often to midnight, their lamps lit up the church as 
darkness fell and the work continued. Meals were rostered, some working 
while others ate. Lunch had already been cut from 1 Yz hours to half an hour. 
This was their own idea entirely and indicative of the splendid spirit of 
enthusiasm among us all. When the sun rose abruptly at 5.00 a.m., all rose 
for a brief breakfast before resuming their now beloved tasks together. 
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In the second instance I had ripped a foot long gash in the off-side 16 x 
800 front tyre and we had neither spare tube nor tyre. Pat Taylor and his 
men now took over. Willing hands removed the wheel, stripped out the 
useless tube, hand drilled holes on either side of the enormous gash and 
lashed it together with eight-gauge fencing wire, packed hard the tyre with 
hastily gathered bladey grass, fitted tyre to wheel and wheel to the long
suffering blitz and we were back in action again, losing only two hours. 
(That tyre lasted for six weeks, when another arrived from the south.) Able
bodied men, women and children, all were now involved in this community 
activity. The completion of the church was paramount in our thoughts. 

The dedicated work continued right up to midday of St James Day, with 
the final touches of planting mature banana plants around the church hastily 
carried out as the cry went up that the mission boat, Mary Lockhart, had 
been sighted as she swept around Cape Direction to the north, bearing 
Bishop John Hudson to consecrate our church. We were more than ready. 

The bonding of communal work 
The intensive labour, sustained for six weeks, had united and reconciled 

us all. Our communal commitment to build the church by St James Day had 
borne unexpected fruit. The rapid planning, the hasty meals, the long hours 
of labour, the sharing of work in so many ways, the overcoming of 
difficulties together, solving problems, the timber cutting, the measuring of 
much, the sawing, lifting, holding, nailing, assessing, the conferring 
(followed by decisive action), the barking of trees, transporting of timbers 
and other building materials, the lugging of stones by hand, spreading soil 
and sand, and a hundred related activities were all carried through with 
great verve. The banter and chiacking, the putting up with things and with 
one another, the deepening awareness of people as simply people 
(regardless of colour); the continual streams of sweat, the sharing and 
acceptance of small injuries, the aches and pains and humour and deepening 
respect, the growing affection and equality; all these and much more, 
contributed to the development of a tremendous spirit among us all. 

A spiritual but social occasion 
We had become caught up in the creation of something much larger than 

ourselves, and greater than the splendid church which we had together 



17. St James Church, Lockhart River Mission N.Q. 1955 
It was consecrated by Bishop John Hudson on 25 July 1952, amid much rejoicing 
by all, followed by feasting and dancing. Note the bark roof. 
Missionary staff: L-R: Alice Hann, Teacher; John Warby, Superintendent; John 
Ross-Edwards, Engineer; Gamet Pidsley, Engineer; Bill Ewin, Agriculturalist; 
Hazel Conn, Nursing Sister. (Not shown: The Rev. F. Jim Eley, Chaplain; Margaret 
Eley, who took the photo; The Rev. Fr. William Namok, Builder; Beth Pidsley, 
Teacher; Bunty Warby, Book-keeper and Wireless Operator; John Kaines, Cattle 
Manager.) 



18. St James Church, Lockhart River Mission, 1996 



19. People awaiting transport to the New Site after clearing the grass around the church, 1978 



20.St James Church 1976 
Note the Ross Matthews Memorial Chapel, the galvanised roofing which replaced the bark roof in 1965 and the additional 
free-standing bell tower. 
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wrought from the bush, the building of which was the catalyst, and remains 
the memorial, of the bonding of people to people, people to staff and staff 
to people, in the spiritual growth of us all. A spiritual but social event had 
taken place. Together we had built the church and in so doing had found 
one another and ourselves. We had become a united community. The 
dignity of the shared common task had brought into being a new awareness 
and communal dignity, replacing the despair, apathy and rejection of past 
years. We were on a communal high that was to help us all reach new 
heights in the years that lay ahead. 

A vision dawned of what could become the way to Aboriginal integrity 
in a white man's world in the years that lie ahead; of what-the future with 
mutual acceptance and trust could hold for us all; a vision which was to 
have practical expression a year later in 1954, with the formation of the first 
Aboriginal co-operative in Australia, the Lockhart River Aboriginal 
Christian Co-operative Society Ltd. 

The consecration of our work 
This emotional, social and spiritual awareness was sanctified and blessed 

with the moving and inspiring service of thanksgiving and consecration led 
by Bishop John Hudson and Fr Jim Eley, as hundreds of voices were raised 
in devout praise of God, who had inspired us and led us all out of our 
personal wildernesses into new understandings. We feasted and danced for 
days and nights. One and all knew that a major feat of change had been 
wrought among us. The coming years would nurture the new spirit. None 
of us would be the same again. 

Today St James Church stands as a silent memorial to the spiritual 
rebirth of the Aboriginal people and the missionary staff of Lockhart River 
Mission. In disrepair, it stands as a memorial whose battered dignity 
reminds us that in its communal building daily life and future spiritual and 
material direction of the community were turned around. 

Within its walls countless thousands have offered prayers of faith; the 
Word has been preached; the Body and Blood of Christ have been 
consecrated and reverently received by human hands, hearts and bodies; 
forgiveness asked for and received; new hope engendered and love 
enlivened; marriage vows exchanged; the waters of Baptism poured; the 
Holy Spirit received; the departed farewelled and the bereaved comforted; 
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hands laid upon heads, confirming, healing, blessing; fears dispersed; great 
hymns of praise and thanksgiving have resounded, many being of 
Aboriginal creation; friendships strengthened; enemies reconciled; souls 
have been sanctified; God has been glorified. 

A symbol of reconciliation and our heritage 
Now, the State Government has taken over the material responsibilities 

from the Anglican Church, and in 1967 moved the entire community to a 
more accessible area near Iron Range air strip known as the New Site. The 
Church of England maintains a spiritual role with the people and a new 
church has been built. 

The church at the Old Site, built with such vigour and devotion, has 
fallen into disrepair. However when the writer, with two of his now adult 
children, John and Patty, visited the Old Site for a week in 1990, we were 
surprised to see a considerable number of residents had returned from the 
New Site to the Old Site, to live in small houses of their own making. The 
abuse of alcohol at the New Site was a factor in this decision, but it was 
only one factor. Nostalgia was another, for the memory of those early days 
together is still strong. The desire to live right on the beach front instead of 
a few miles distant is another, for the call of the sea with all its resources is 
very relevant to the coastal people of the Lockhart community. 

When the school holidays come around, numerous children and families 
return to the Old Site to camp out and consequently facilities there have 
been improved. The Church of St James should be part of this 
improvement. The church should be repaired and maintained continually. 
It should be preserved as a mark of multi-cultural Aboriginal Christian 
heritage and as a standing memorial to the ever present need for 
reconciliation. It should become again a continuing centre of worship. A 
great Bora should be held nearby, at least each year. The Church is not only 
a memorial to the dedication and love of past generations, but an inspiring 
witness of faith to the present, and of great hope to those unborn. Let us 
bend every endeavour to ensure it so remains. 



The Mission as a Total Institution 
Forrest River Mission under Ernest Gribble 

Neville Green 

This paper is a study of two perspectives of the early years of Forrest 
River Mission. The first is the individual's transition from a traditional 
Aboriginal life-style to the scheduled rigours of a mission routine. The 
second is an attempt to come to terms with the psychology of the Rev. 
Ernest Gribble, whose single-minded obsession with "the preservation of 
the remnant", shifted mission management from Christia,n protection to 
personal power and possessiveness. 

When Gribble arrived at Forrest River Mission in December 1913, he 
set about re-creating a Y arrabah style of Aboriginal community in the east 
Kimberley region of Western Australia. However, within fourteen years the 
self-supporting Christian community that Gribble had envisaged had 
become a total institution where the conditions of the inmates reflected not 
the ideals of Y arrabah, but rather the prevailing European attitudes towards 
Aborigines. The Gribble era at Forrest River fell within a sad period of 
Western Australian history when Aborigines were denied the access to 
citizenship and justice that are assumed to be basic rights in a democratic 
society. 

The analogy of missions as total institutions was used by C.D. Rowley 
in 1966, when he compared Aboriginal settlements and missions with 
asylums "serving a dual purpose of getting an unwanted minority out of the 
way and in some way influencing or processing their mental attitudes and 
conduct". 1 In a total institution, inmates work, play and sleep at the same 
location. Their daily routine of tightly scheduled and supervised tasks is 
outside their control and this routine, their training and all aspects of their 
inmate lifestyle, are maintained within what Goffman described as, a 

C.D. Rowley, "Some questions of causation in relation to Aboriginal affairs", in LG. 
Sharpe and C.M. Tatz (eds), Aboriginals in the Economy, Employment, Wages and 
Training, Brisbane 1966, p.348. 
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"single rational plan designed to fulfil the official aims of the institution".2 

In his classic essays on institutional behaviour, Goffman defined five types 
of total institutions servicing the needs of inmates who were: 
• an incapable group, e.g. the frail aged 
• an unintended threat to the community, e.g. the insane 
• an intended threat to the community, e.g. criminals 
• being prepared for a task, e.g. the army 
• retreating from the community, e.g. monks 
Aboriginal missions form a different type of total institution, but a 
comparison with an asylum has some validity, for the mission inmates had 
committed no wrong against society nor been sentenced by the courts, and 
they often served an indeterminant period of confinement. 

Concurrent with Gribble's residence at the mission, the Western 
Australian Government maintained three major institutions for Aborigines 
of all ages; Carrolup, near Katanning, Moore River near Moora and Moola 
Bulla near Halls Creek. These institutions were controlled by the Chief 
Protector, A.O. Neville, and like Forrest River had many of the 
characteristics of total institutions. The separation of children from their 
parents at Moore River bears a remarkable similarity to Forrest River 

. Mission as is shown in the following description by Neville: 
The native settlement is divided into two parts, the compound, and the 
camp which is about half a mile away. When they enter the institution, the 
children are removed from their parents, who are allowed to see them 
occasionally in order to satisfy themselves that they are being properly 
looked after.3 

The treatment of the Forrest River inmates is a dossier of the abuse of 
human rights, yet the Government via its Chief Protector of Aborigines, 
A.O. Neville, countenanced similar abuses at Moore River settlement where 
children's dormitories were overcrowded, dilapidated and vermin-ridden 
and the inmates could be incarcerated in the windowless jail, whipped, or 

E. Goffman, Asylums: Essays on the social situations of mental patients and other 
inmates, Hannondsworth 1970, p.17. · 

Aboriginal Welfare, Initial conference of Commonwealth and State Aboriginal 
Authorities, held at Canberra 21-23 April 1937, p.11. 
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even tarred and feathered.4 It was a hell-hole where Neville, in evidence 
before the Moseley Royal Commission, admitted that the inmates had their 
heads shorn as a punishment and were forced into humility by wearing old 
bags as clothing,5 and, as at Forrest River Mission, freedom of exit was 
controlled by the superintendent. Guilty of no crime and convicted of no 
misdemeanour, they faced six months' imprisonment if they attempted to 
leave the settlement without the superintendent's permission.6 

While in retrospect the treatment of the Forrest River inmates may also 
appear horrendous, it typified the policy of the day and reflected the 
inordinate authority of administrators such as Neville and Gribble. 

Control of the adults 
In the early years of the mission, the Aboriginal population, with the 

exception of the children, exercised their traditional freedoms, coming and 
going as they pleased. However, as the attraction of the European food and 
tobacco caused Aboriginal families to extend the time they camped at the 
mission, so a number of restrictions were introduced. One of the major rules 
applied to the distribution of food. At first all Aborigines were fed together, 
but after September 1914, when the children's dormitory was completed and 
surrounded by wire netting topped with two strands of barbed wire, the 
camp Aborigines were fed outside the compound.7 The rule served two 
purposes: it reduced the likelihood of elders luring children from the school 
and it limited cultural transmission from the older generation to the young 
converts. Although the white population of Wyndham, less than 100 
kilometres as the crow flies, represented a threat to the moral welfare of the 
young, it would appear that the real threat to Gribble's teaching was the 
influ~nce of the traditional Aboriginal culture. 

4 A. Haebich, "On the inside: Moore River Native settlement in the 1930s", in B. 
Gammage and A. Markus (eds), All That Dirt: Aborigines 1938, Canberra 1982, p.46. 

5 H.D. Moseley, Minutes and evidence of the Royal Commission of Aborigines, Battye 
Library, Perth 1935. 

6 Haebich, "On the inside", p.50. 

Western Australian Church News, March 1916. 
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As Gribble's authority increased, so too did his control over the freedom 
of the compound population, and the mission took on the characteristics of 
other closed institutions such as asylums and prisons. The separation of the 
compound inmates from the camp people and the reduced intercourse 
between the two groups match what Goffman describes as a period of 
mortification. This is intended to force the inmate to reject the status roles 
of the past; the denial of access to associates of that past inhibited 
regression to previous behaviours.8 Concurrent with Gribble's policy of 
separating families is the emerging identification of the mission people as 
"inmates" and the camp population as Brengen (men) and Arlies (women). 

The mission inmates were encouraged from the outset, and later 
compelled, to live within the compound where they were favoured with 
shelter, clothing and regular food. The concept of a compound where a part 
of the population was separated from the rest was alien to Aboriginal 
society, although it is possible that well-established employment practices 
in the Kimberley pastoral industry made separation of the sexes and an 
inmate hierarchy tolerable. Most station managers of the period maintained 
a feudal alliance with those Aboriginals directly associated with the land 
under station lease, and, in return for loyalty and labour, they protected the 
local "station blacks" from the incursion of rival groups. The Aborigines 
continued their guardianship of sacred sites, and during the off season they 
conducted the ceremonial aspects of their culture. But life on stations and 
missions had clear distinctions. Those who chose to be identified as 
"mission boys" and accepted the protection of Gribble, found that they were 
methodically separated from their culture; they also yielded their rights to 
the freedom of the range. As early as 1915 Gribble's assistant missionary, 
George Freeman, could report: 

Of course even the "Dadaway" natives take their children away at various 
times for a change of diet, but Mr. Gribble has the control pretty well in his 
hands now and they all ask him before going away.9 

8 Goffman, Asylums, p.24. 

9 G. Freeman, Report of progress made during 1914-1915. 
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The adult Aborigines who came to Forrest River Mission between 1914 
and 1928 brought what Goffman calls a "presenting culture" derived from 
a "home world" that is "a way of life and a round of activities taken for 
granted until the point of admission to the institution" .10 Admission 
procedures to a total institution usually require the inmate or recruit to 
discard the trappings of the previous existence, with an immediate change 
of clothing and hairstyle.11 At Forrest River Mission the change began with 
the male recruit trading his hair belt and pearl-shell pubic cover for an 
overlapping length of cotton worn as a loincloth, extending from the waist 
to the knees and referred to as a "sulu". At the same time the hair was 
cropped close to the scalp for health reasons. Meanwhile females attracted 
to the mission were given dresses made from cheap red cloth - or of stitched 
flour bags with the brand visible. Men, women and children were required 
to undergo these stages of debasement as part of Gribble's process of 
cultural change, yet it seems that in most cases recruits were willing 
volunteers; their response to the mission demands complies with Elkin's 
taxonomy of cultural accommodation.12 Shedding the pre-institutional 
lifestyle is a deliberate process engineered and controlled by the staff of 
total institutions. 13 The inmate arrived at the mission gate with a clear 
perception of himself and of his place within a cultural and kinship 
framework. Upon entry into the institution he began a series of 
transformations that would bring about momentous change in his beliefs 
about himself and his relationships with others outside the compound. 

Uniformity of dress and appearance are characteristic of total 
institutions, where the inmate having been bereft of his previous 
possessions and identity, "some replacement must be made by the 
establishment, but these take the form of standard issue, uniform in 
character and uniformly distributed" .14 The uniformity which began with the 

10 Goffman, Asylums, p.22. 

II Ibid., p.29. 
12 AP. Elkin, "Reaction and interaction: a food gathering people and European settlement 

in Australia", American Anthropologist, vol.53 (1951 ), no.2, p.168. 

13 Goffman, Asylums, p.24. 

14 Ibid., p.28. 
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haircuts and sulus was extended until the mission dictated the precise hours 
at which all inmates would rise, eat, work, pray and sleep. 

Certain rules of dress also applied to the visiting Brengen to shield the 
female staff from the sight of Aboriginal nakedness. For this purpose the 
mission kept a supply of rags and paper for the visiting tribesmen who were 
required to ask for a "suit", when they presented themselves at the gate. One 
year, a Christmas donation of small Prince of Wales flags was popular, and 
even surplus religious tracts were sometimes worn; some aptly inscribed 
"The Lord will provide". A pubic covering of some description was 
obligatory for the Brengen and in later years Gribble described "grizzled old 
warriors appearing with scraps of newspaper hanging before them or even 
lids of jam tins obtained from the rubbish depot". 15 

Gribble's mission was not a gateway into the Australian society, for he 
regarded Australian society as the disease that was decimating the 
Aboriginal population and would cause their extinction. His policies were 
neither assimilationist nor acculturationist for while Gribble set out to 
divest "his" people of the beliefs and behaviours of their previous lifestyle, 
he neglected to prepare them for survival beyond the boundaries of the 
mission. The result after two generations of mission existence was what 
Goffman refers to as "disculturation": an incapacity to manage certain 
features of daily life outside the supervision of the mission. 16 The success 
of an institution is not usually assessed by the rate at which inmates adopt 
the "culture" and behaviours of the staff, but by how quickly and 
completely they can be induced to shed identifying traits of their own 
presenting culture. In most missions, success was not only gauged by such 
criteria but also the degree of approximation to an idealised concept of 
Europeanisation. Visitors to the Forrest River Mission commented 
favourably on the cleanliness, behaviour and appearance of the inmates; 
that is, they were measuring the mission's success by the obvious shifts 
towards the expression of European appearance and behaviour. However, 
Goffman advances the view that total institutions never completely 

15 E.R. Gribble, The Problem of the Australian Aboriginal, Sydney 1932, p.36. 
16 Goffman, Asylums, p.22. 
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"substitute their own unique culture for something already formed" .17 It was 
rather that European mission visitors were merely witnessing the process 
of disculturation or untraining, for Gribble had only succeeded in 
suppressing the more obvious traits of the presenting culture. Neither 
acculturation (implying a major shift from the presenting culture towards 
that of the staff) nor assimilation (the absorption of the inmate into the 
cultural mainstream of the staff world) was attained or attempted in 
Gribble's time. Unlike the mission superintendents of twenty years later, 
Gribble was not preparing people for the world beyond the mission but for 
the world that was the mission; strategies for coping beyond its confines 
were not taught. If anything the reverse was the common policy which, by 
its very nature, fostered inmate dependence upon the mission and its staff. 

From the outset, Gribble had announced his opposition to tribal 
marriages and made the mission a sanctuary for absconding wives who 
were in breach of tribal law.18 He was not a stranger to Aboriginal marriage 
laws and when he controlled Y arrabah it had been one of the few 
Queensland missions to ignore the traditional customs. 19 Smith was of the 
opinion that Gribble deliberately encouraged such transgressions by young 
couples especially where infant and child marriages were involved. 

At Forrest River the strict supervision of children, the segregation by 
sex and generation, and the restrictions imposed on parental access may be 
seen to have a relationship to Gribble's attitude towards traditional 
marriages. However, his determination to "breed" a mission caused those 
with children to keep away: 

They know that once the child is in the mission, he or she will not be 
allowed out again except for a few hours on a holiday under the 
supervision of a missionary, that later on the child will be married contrary 
to tribal laws and to promises made by the parents, and that finally the 
child becomes a complete outsider to all tribal culture.20 

17 Ibid., p.23. 
11 E.R. Gribble, Forty Years with the Aborigines, Sydney 1930, p.176. 

19 P. Smith, Like a watered garden: Yarrabah 1892-1909, BA (Hons) thesis, James Cook 
University, Townsville 1980, p.152. 

20 AP. Elkin, Report on Forrest River Mission, 1928, p.4. 
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Gribble endeavoured to control all aspects of the lives of "his" people. 
He even refused to allow married women to go on picnics with their 
husbands (chosen by Gribble) in case they should confirm the relationships 
decided by tribal law and yield to the demands of a tribal husband. To 
prevent young men and women engaging in tribal marriages, Gribble first 
paired off the dormitory children with joking references to love and married 
them off soon after they reached puberty. Elkin commented on Gribble's 
marriages, "The young folk have no opportunity of talking to each other 
beforehand. They are vigilantly guarded lest this, and possibly other 
relationships, should happen". 21 

In Wyndham the mission was described as Gribble's "stud farm".22 

Neville, the Chief Protector, became concerned at the marriage 
manipulations and wrote to the acting-Minister for Native Affairs, William 
Kitson: 

Mr. Gribble does not conceal the fact that in his opinion the future of the 
mission lies in marrying these boys and girls together in order that the 
population may go on increasing until he is able to settle them in village 
communities. He has failed to do it with the full bloods, and he appears to 
think he can do it with the half-castes.23 

Absconders 
Gribble's repressive mission policy caused a number of the inmates to 

attempt to escape from the mission and Gribble's demands for the children 
of the traditional and semi-nomadic Wumumbul and Kwini caused them to 
avoid the river settlement. Greater numbers of Aborigines began to 
congregate in camps at Wyndham where they were exploited by the 
Europeans and by the Afghans camped near the Six Mile. The missionary 
was equal to this challenge. In 1922, Gribble, Sgt. Buckland of the 
Wyndham police and the Chief Protector, A.O. Neville, discussed section 
39 of the 1905 Aborigines Act and agreed "that a prohibited area should be 

21 Ibid., p.5. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Neville to Kitson, 5 September 1928, Aboriginal Files, 306/1928, Battye Library, Perth. 
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proclaimed within a 25 miles radius of Wyndham".24 This meant that any 
Aboriginal apprehended within 25 miles of Wyndham, and not in lawful 
employment, could be arrested and sent either to jail or to an institution 
such as Forrest River Mission. 

Many total institutions have an unfavourable attitude towards leave 
from the institution,25 and this was certainly the view of Ernest Gribble in 
the 1920s. By controlling entry to, and exit from, the compound, Gribble 
controlled the inmates' access to their traditional hunting and gathering and 
to the resumption of contact with the sites associated with their personal 
Dreaming. This type of control, usually associated with the most restrictive 
total institutions, further weakened the besieged traditional-culture. Where 
women were concerned, the rules were strict because the mission marriages 
were regarded by the traditional elders as "crooked": contrary to tribal law, 
and therefore not binding. This left mission wives vulnerable to abduction 
by rightful suitors. Even ifthe marriage was "straight", they could not even 
leave the compound to walk to the river without the permission of the staff, 
and when permission was given it was diligently recorded in the mission 
log: "Married women Lydia and Millie given permission to go fishing".26 

Occasionally a married couple was permitted to go into the bush for a short 
holiday but if they did not return within the prescribed time, their house was 
cleared out and given to another couple. Sometimes inmates did "leap over 
the wall" and abscond. Elkin in 1928 noted that "a number of men who 
were somewhere about twenty years of age when first brought into the 
mission had 'gone bush again"'.27 

An absconder might ask to be re-admitted to the mission compound but, 
far from being welcomed back as a prodigal son, the runaway was forced 
to submit to a period of public self-abasement and humiliation. Bishop 
Trower made a passing reference to the re-entry procedures in 1922, when 
"A boy who had been so banished was received back after public 

24 Neville to Kitson, 6 August 1925, ibid_, 272/1925. 

25 Goffman, Asylums, p. 78. 
26 Forrest River Mission Journal, 2 February 1929. 

27 Elkin, Report, 1928, p.3. 
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announcement of his folly".28 Six years later, the self-abasement and 
humiliation had become ritualised and compared with the techniques used 
in internment camps to destroy all semblance of individuality and self
determination.29 The extent to which individuals can select their behaviour 
will reflect their level of self-determination. In a total institution, normal 
behaviour takes on an abnormal complexion. Anger may be regarded as 
deviant behaviour, or laughter as signifying mischief, so that inmates, 
whether adults or children, are continually reading the moods of the staff to 
maintain their moods in tandem. A loss of self-determination and its 
relationship to inmate status, is reflected in the nature of the punishments 
they may receive and the status of those who impose it.30 

In 1928, a married man who absconded from the mission compound 
presented himself naked before the priest, he expressed sorrow at leaving, 
and asked permission to return to his wife and children. He was accordingly 
instructed to make a public submission: 

On a set date he presented himself at the door of the Church, and 
pronounced himself ready to submit to such Godly discipline as the 
superintendent might determine. He surrendered his native dress and was 
clad in the sulu of the mission by one of the staff outside the Church, and 
led before the congregation, questioned, and having made promises of 
reformation, was restored to the mission, but remained six weeks longer 
excommunicate. From time to time he was examined and advised by the 
superintendent, and fmally restored to full communion.31 

Inmate punishment 
By the beginning of the 20th century, the use of whips, canes or straps 

as punishment for adult Aboriginals was well established in Western 
Australian society. In 1892, whipping was permitted as a punishment for 
Aborigines.32 Bush, a magistrate at the Gascoyne the same year, did not 

28 North West Quarterly, October 1922. 
29 Goffman, Asylums, p.47. 
30 Ibid., p.46. 
31 A.T. Haining, Report on the Forrest River Mission, 1929, p.3. 
32 L.R. Marchant, Aboriginal Administration in Western Australia, 1886-1905, Canberra 

1981, p.37. 
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consider he had done a good job of punishing unless he broke the sticks on 
the backs of the convicted.33 Even a former Premier, Sir John Forrest, had 
supported the whipping of Aboriginal adults, "like one would whip a bad 
child".34 Throughout the east Kimberleys there was a European tradition of 
corporal punishment to discipline Aborigines; in Wyndham, magistrates 
had sentenced Aborigines to two years jail with a flogging on release.35 

Inmate punishment became a demonstration of the superintendent's 
authority. Gribble held his first public court on 27 February 1915, a little 
more than a year after his arrival at Forrest River. The courts, like his 
Church services, were held in the open and conducted in English; it is 
probable that the Aborigines were unable to distinguish one-of these rituals 
from the other. The court was established on the Yarrabah model, but 
Forrest River never attained the same level of Aboriginal community 
representation on the bench. The European staff passed summary 
judgement, determined sentences and inflicted the punishment. 

The proceedings of the early trials were duly recorded in the Court 
Record Book36 and the following is an example: 

President: 
Court: 
Present: 
Prisoner in custody: 
Offence: 

Sentence: 

Rev. E.R. Gribble 
J.B. Gribble, E. Simpson, J. Noble, King David. 
All men and boys. 
W---
Caught early this morning in the store by Mr. 
Simpson who gave evidence. 
12 strokes with strap, to be kept in custody all day on 
bread and water and at night placed in custody until 
further notice. Hair to be cut to show he is a 
convicted thief. 

33 Troy to Colonial Secretary, Colonial Secretary's Records, 1457/1892, Battye Library, 
Perth. 

34 West Australian Parliamentary Debates, August 1893, p.423. 

35 Wyndham Magistrate's Records, 1892, Battye Library, Perth. 

36 Forrest River Mission court record book, MN 545-48, ibid. 
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"Custody" meant being chained to a post in public view. In 1923, a one 
roomed mud and stone jail was built and James Wunnamurra was appointed 
village policemen and jail warden.37 

Control of the children 
By European standards the traditional Aboriginal discipline of children 

was very lax. A child was rarely struck by a parent although he might be 
beaten in "spirit". 

This means simply hitting his footprints or a tree, making a fine display of 
rage without touching him at all. It is a warning of what she could do if 
provoked, but would prefer to avoid.38 

The discipline of a young child was vested solely in the mother or 
father. It was rare for even a grandparent or uncle to intervene for this could 
turn the parents' anger in their direction. A woman who defended her own 
child by hitting another might invite a confrontation with an angry melee 
of rival families as its consequence.39 

The Aboriginal mother rarely lost her temper with infants, and even 
overt anger was more a release of emotion than an attempt to modify the 
child's behaviour.40 Physical abuse of an Aboriginal child was almost 
unknown; in her Northern Territory research, Hamilton noted that children 
were given no rules and received no punishment until they underwent the 
rites of passage into adult responsibilities at about the age of nine.41 

The Kimberley Aboriginal child was similarly indulged by the adults of 
the family group who were tolerant of its mischief; even with seven and 
eight year old children, punishment was rare.42 At a very early age, children 
were exercising a degree of autonomy and independence of thought and 

37 Public chaining was maintained at Forrest River Mission until after World War II. 
38 R.M. and C.H. Berndt, The World of the First Australians, Sydney 1964, p.153. 
39 Ibid., p.153. 

40 A. Hamilton, Nature and Nurture, Aboriginal child rearing practices in North-Central 
Arnhem Land, Canberra 1981, p.41. 

41 Ibid., p.113. 

42 P. Kaberry, Aboriginal Women, Sacred and Profane, London 1939, p.70. 



NEVILLE GREEN 207 

action uncommon to European Australian children. They were more 
independent, more self-reliant and had greater self-confidence.43 The 
difference in adult control reflects the differing cultural views of childhood. 
The European Australian parent tended to regard the child as a developing 
adult to be trained and disciplined towards the "ideal" adult. By contrast 
Aboriginal parents tended to see children merely as children. Consequently 
the children of the Forrest River group had no cultural experiences to 
prepare them for the mission school discipline and subjection to an 
authority external to the family.44 

In the mission compound, authority to punish the children was taken 
from the family and given to the missionaries and school teachers. Adults 
and children alike felt the slash of Gribble's school strap, "Black Tom", for 
serious breaches. The mission journal contains records of some of the 
punishments: 

Boys paraded and delinquents were thoroughly washed in the mouth with 
a lather brush. 45 

Three little boys washed on parade for not being clean. 

Two girls (J and D) were severly admonished and had their hair cut short 
with the exception of a tuft of hair on top. Not allowed to wear a headdress 
of any kind46 

For serious breaches of the school code children were brought before the 
work parade to be strapped by the traditional leader at the mission, King 
David, or an elder of the village. At such times the head might be shaven, 
sometimes in the form of a cross or with a tuft remaining.47 In certain 
circumstances in the traditional lifestyle, elders were permitted to inflict 
punishment on the miscreant, but only for infringing traditional Aboriginal 
law. However, when the missionaries prevailed upon the elders to punish 

43 Ibid., p.53. 
44 Ibid., p. 70. 
45 Forrest River Mission Journal, 12 January 1929. 

46 Ibid., 17January1929. 
47 C. Roberts, personal interview, 1983. 
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errant children, they misinterpreted Aboriginal roles of authority. These 
men only had the power to punish within the parameters of the traditional 
law, and they were often as ignorant of mission rules as were the children. 

Mission control over the lives of the young via the dormitory system 
epitomised the worst aspects of the prevailing mission policy. Separation 
of Aboriginal children from the adult generation was a well-established 
practice, and the Church of England Mission at Poonindie in South 
Australia was established with this objective in the 1850s. It was a policy 
endorsed by the church and the government. During the first years of 
Forrest River Mission, dormitory children had been either left in the 
temporary care of Gribble by parents, rescued from infanticide or orphaned 
by punitive expeditions and taken to the mission by the Wyndham police. 
The first children left at the mission were brought in soon after Gribble's 
arrival. He was alone and sick with dysentery when found by Wajamay, a 
tribal man, who returned with his two children and charged them to take 
care of the missionary. Gribble gives the story: 

He left them with instructions to care for the sick white man. They came 
each day and did all they could, bringing water and carrying out any orders 
given them. These two, Ooomah, the boy and Jaymunda, the girl, were 
among the first scholars to attend the Mission school.48 

The practice of semi-nomadic people leaving children at mission 
schools was regarded by Elkin as normal behaviour for those trying to adapt 
to a new economy. The mission's willingness to take care of children left 
parents free to pursue tribal affairs, while intending to recover their children 
as it suited them.49 

Gribble described the Forrest River parents as loving and caring for 
their children,50 but a woman might occasionally find it impossible to breast 
feed two children and would offer one into mission care. Gribble was also 
convinced that many parents wanted to shield the children from the 
hardships of the traditional lifestyle and the obligations of marriage 

48 Gribble, Problem of Aust. Aboriginal, p. 78. 
49 Elkin, "Action and Interaction", p.168. 
50 Gribble, Problem, p.41. 
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contracts51 and he observed with some satisfaction, "these mission children 
growing up under Christian teaching, lose all touch with native laws and 
regulations". 52 

Missions at other settlements such as Jigalong53 and Warburton 
Ranges54 also placed children in dormitories. At both these desert missions, 
children came into the dormitory after about five years of home 
socialisation and brought an entering culture so resistant to missionary 
intervention that it could not be erased by their years in the dormitory. 
Forrest River children were less fortunate. If they came from local hordes, 
separation from the family might begin at three years of age. If on the other 
hand they were brought in from the outside as State wards,- the geographic 
separation served the mission's purpose; the home language and cultural 
knowledge were severely affected and in some instances simply withered 
away. The boys' dormitory was completed in September 1914 and the area 
of the compound was increased and enclosed by a metre high netting fence 
topped with three strands of barbed wire. In the months that followed, 
James Noble and the men gathered mangrove poles along the river. 
Working as a team, they cut and stripped the thin posts and each man had 
a pole to carry back to the mission. A pole stockade eventually surrounded 
the mission compound (an area of approximately three hectares); within this 
compound were the boys' and girls' dormitories each enclosed by a two 
metre high stockade wall.55 

Aboriginal families who visited the mission were expected to surrender 
their children and those who refused to do so were not fed. Naturally 
parents objected to giving up their children but they did not know how to 
counter Gribble's demands. One woman expressed her despair to Gribble's 
successor, the Rev. Arthur Haining, "We do not want babies because 

SI Ibid., p.38. 

52 Ibid., p.59. 
53 R. Tonkinson, The Jigalong Mob: Aboriginal Victors of the Desert Crusade, California 

1974, p.133. 
54 N .J. Green, Desert School, Fremantle 1983, p.18. 

ss West Australian Church News, July 1918. 
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missionaries take them away from us and put them in the compound".56 

Kaberry claimed that women were aborting their pregnancies rather than 
bear children to give away to the mission. 57 

Within his first year at the mission, Gribble had established a barbed
wire encircled dormitory for the boys, and followed this a year later with a 
similar institution for the girls. Children who were previously not sex
segregated until the male was sub-incised58 were housed apart. While 
previously most of the children's informal education had been imparted by 
knowing adults, it was now shared between unknowing peers. The 
environment that was previously limitless in its potential for discovery, now 
became enclosed and coercive. Evenings previously spent in the company 
of relatives, learning the songs and traditions of the group, were now 
contained within the padlocked dormitories. The child that once would have 
become a confident adult with every element of his cultural inventory in 
place, became a marginal creature transfixed in the mission world of 
Gribble's making, a world that was itself a marginal existence when 
compared with life in the towns and cities of Australia. 

In 1922, ten children were collected from the Fitzroy Crossing district 
and kept in the precincts of Derby Police Station until they were put on a 
State ship and sent more than a thousand kilometres to Wyndham.59 Gribble 
met the ship and the children were placed in the Forrest River dormitories. 
Others followed until by 1928 the mission population of 111 inmates 
consisted of about seventy under sixteen. Fewer than sixty of the total 
population belonged to the Lyne and Forrest River Tribes; the majority 
were from other parts of the Kimberleys.60 

Gribble's grand plan to convert the Forrest River population and create 
another Y arrabah in the west had failed, but he still believed that inmates 
could build their future at the mission if shielded from the evils of both 

56 Haining, Report 1929, p.6. 

51 P. Kaberry, "The Forrest River and Lyne River tribes of north-west Australia: A report 
of field work", in Oceania, vol.5 (1935), no.4, p.417. 

58 Kaberry, Aboriginal Women, p.67. 
59 L. Johnson, personal interview, 1984. 
60 Elkin, Report, 1928, p.3. 
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black and white societies. The school and the dormitories separated children 
from the roles of adulthood and from the rites of passage that traditionally 
carried them into adulthood. Kaberry saw the ceremonial life as one avenue 
by which the female child gained, "some hint of her future as an adult"61 

and the boy anticipated the marriage that would be attainable after he had 
passed through a sequence of initiation ceremonies. Gribble forbade the 
children to attend ceremonies; circumcision of boys by tribal ritual was 
forbidden by the mission. 

During Gribble's absence in Perth in 1925, the Rev. Webb took charge. 
He was aghast to find that elders had taken advantage of Gribble's absence 
to circumcise five of the senior boys and, as a punishment, the boys had all 
privileges withdrawn for three months. That evening they staged a protest 
and refused to attend the church service.62 After this it became mission 
policy to have a visiting doctor circumcise the dormitory boys to thwart the 
traditional law men. This type of intervention by the mission reflected an 
ignorance of the role of initiation. As Elkin writes: 

The child only becomes a complete social personality as he enters into this 
inheritance after initiation, and takes his part in preserving that section of 
the tribal beliefs and rites which belong to his own horde country.63 

The unfortunate outcome of the dormitory was that the traditional child 
whom Kaberry observed to be independent and self-reliant, became 
dependent and unreliable. The mission had taken all and given very little in 
return. Kaberry had pleaded for Aboriginal culture to be given a place in the 
mission school curriculum64 but this request was ignored as the process of 
disculturation continued and children were stripped of their Aboriginality 
and retrained as Christians isolated from the rest of Western Australia. 

Gribble had set about deliberate destruction of the traditional extended 
family with its intricate kinship network, and sought to replace it with 

61 Kaberry, Aboriginal Women, p.73. 
62 Forrest River Mission Journal, August 1927. 

63 Elkin, 1931, "Social organization in the Kimberley Division North Western Australia", 
in Oceania, vol.2 ( 1931 ), p.330. 

64 Kaberry, "Forrest River and Lyne River tribes", p.65. 
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nuclear families of his own design by manipulating marriage partnerships. 
He encouraged "his" children to call him Judja:65 not father in the Christian 
religious sense, but a familial relationship - father, mentor, protector, the 
progenitor of a new nation, the Jacob of the last tribe of the Australian 
Israel. Gribble failed to realise that the Aboriginal community could indeed 
serve two religious masters. Gribble expected the converted to reject the 
traditional practices and embrace Christian beliefs and teaching. However, 
Harris at Milingimbi states that Aboriginals could accept both and did not 
regard them as incompatible: 

In terms of what yolngu "really believe" about the significance of 
traditional religious ritual, versus beliefs about God and Jesus and.the Holy 
Spirit, it seems that they tend to believe all of it in both systems, rather than 
reject incompatible elements of either.66 

Training for employment 
When one considers not only the religious, philosophical and cultural 

problems Gribble had to confront but also the extraordinarily limited 
material resources at his disposal, he made remarkable advances in ten 
years. It was part of his philosophy, as well as being an absolute necessity, 
that the mission should be self-supporting. Much of his energy had, 
therefore, to be directed to practical matters. The stock, mostly purchased 
from the sales of mission produce in Wyndham, multiplied, and in 1924 the 
mission boasted 221 cattle, 140 sheep, 600 goats, 18 horses and 20 donkeys. 
Agriculture was well established; in the same year more than 300 kilograms 
of peanuts were sent south; five hectares of land were under garden and 
three and a half were under cotton. The mission cotton was the first grown 
commercially in Western Australia and won a prize at Wembley, England 
in 1925. That year the State government sponsored a ten hectare 
experimental cotton venture at the mission. 67 In his statements of aims, 

65 West Australian Church News, October 1915. 

66 S.G. Harris, Milingimbi Aboriginal learning contexts, PhD thesis, University of New 
Mexico 1977, p.41. 

67 Australian Board of Missions Review, 1924. 
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Gribble never overlooked the practical work even if he gave priority to 
religious goals, as in the following instance: 

The aims of the Mission are the elevation and evangelization of the 
Aborigines by the preaching of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and by teaching 
them habits of industry.68 

These aims held no place for the traditional culture, nor did they embody 
a preparation for life opportunities beyond the mission. 

At Y arrabah, Gribble had recognised the talents of the residents and 
trained them for employment. The training at Forrest River was never an 
individual's choice, however, but rather one based on the needs of the 
community as he perceived it. Furthermore, training was rel~ted to the work 
needs of the community and influenced by Gribble's determination to 
segregate and preserve the remnant. Gribble never planned to prepare 
inmates for the outside workforce. 

Ernest Gribble's aim of total assimilation into the life of the compound 
was based on an absolutely unrealistic expectation. The variations between 
the reinforcement and corrective elements in the mission and the bush 
education were too great. Gribble tried to change behaviour by punishing 
anyone engaged in anything he considered unacceptable. In the bush the 
Aboriginal approach was predominantly positive and the whole family 
reinforced the achievements of the child, so that the advance towards 
adulthood was firm and confident. At the mission it was troubled and 
uncertain. 

Gribble and his successors 
The contrast in Gribble's character from the revered missionary of the 

Y arrabah days to the repressive autocrat of Forrest River needs further 
explanation. Gribble's major successes at Y arrabah appear to follow the 
arrival in 1904 of a large "high contact" group from Frazer Island.69 They 
were already marginal people, unable to return to the traditional life yet 
unacceptable to the European Australians. Y arrabah restored to them the 
essence of humanity, and a belief in themselves as worthy persons. The 

63 Gribble, Problem, p.122. 

69 Ibid., p.49. 
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"low contact" Forrest River population did not embrace Christianity with 
the enthusiasm that Gribble had expected; they were too secure in their own 
traditions to countenance the total surrender that Gribble demanded. Gribble 
responded with the compound routine and the dormitory, both becoming 
more repressive into the 1920s. Apart from being a missionary, Gribble was 
also a local Protector of Aborigines, and his conscientious conduct of this 
role brought him into conflict with townspeople, neighbouring pastoralists 
and the police. Throughout the 1920s there were several cases of assault and 
murder, culminating in the police massacre of 1926. To complicate matters 
further, Gribble's state of mind seemed to be deteriorating under constant 
attacks on the Aborigines, the mission and his own character. His son Jack, 
who was also a Forrest River missionary, expressed his concern about this.70 

The situation worsened still further when, in 1925, three of Gribble's most 
trusted converts were killed in a boat explosion at Wyndham. 

Gribble's excessive control of the lives of Forrest River inmates 
evidently reflected his determination to "preserve the remnant" against the 
increasing onslaught of the Kimberley European society and represented the 
irrational response of a distressed mind. 

The Royal Commission into the police massacre, the pre-trial hearing 
of the accused police constables in Perth and furlough in New South Wales 
all kept Gribble away from the mission until April 1928. On the return 
voyage from Perth he was accompanied by the anthropologist, Dr Elkin, 
who was also an Anglican priest. The Australian Board of Missions, when 
approving his visit, had asked Elkin to observe the conduct of the mission 
and his extremely damaging report led to Gribble's removal from Forrest 
River. In commenting on this report, Elkin recalled: 

They (the A.B.M.) felt he was hated only because of this massacre and his 
part in it, and that they'd be able to say - well we're going to stick to 
Gribble and whatever happens we are not going to withdraw him because 
of public opinion because of the massacre. And really it wasn't that at all. 
The man's power had gone completely.71 

70 Haining, Report 1929, p.4. 
71 A.P. Elkin, personal interview, 4 September 1978. 
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In 1928, Elkin and Neville conspired with the A.B.M. to remove 
Gribble, who left in November that year. But the structures he designed 
remained and were preserved by his successors. On 19 November 1928, 
Arthur Haining arrived to take over from Gribble. He was a powerful man 
whose personal creed was to "show no fear"; proud of his physical strength, 
he never hesitated to walk into the camps to stop fights and arrest those he 
regarded as troublemakers. Raining retained Gribble's court system but he 
set himself up as judge and jury. In an effort to "smarten the place up" he 
inflicted unreasonably harsh penalties, details of which he duly recorded in 
the mission journal: 

Jililla caught making away with ground wheat; no tobacco for two days 
and if caught again 24 hours on the chain. 72 

Clement was found with four shillings and four pence and a farthing, and 
a court was held for this most serious breach of the mission rules. The 
farthing was likely one lost by the superintendent. One penny was alleged 
to have been found on the boat, and four shillings was given by tourists in 
Wyndham. 

Guilty. Confined on bread and water for three days and the money 
confiscated. 73 

The removal of Gribble did not lessen abuse of those who chose to live 
at the mission. Whereas Gribble's actions might be construed as misguided 
zeal, the period following his departure was characterised by physical 
hardship inflicted on all sections of the mission population. 

With the departure of Gribble, an era in the history of the Forrest River 
Mission and its Aboriginal people ended, but their lifestyle hardly changed. 
Inmates and their children continued to live and work within the compound. 
The dormitory system was firmly entrenched and changed little in the two 
decades following Gribble's departure. In 1936, the children still slept 

72 Forrest River Mission Journal, 24 December 1928. 

73 Ibid., 26 December 1928. 
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wrapped in a single blanket on the dirt floor of a locked dormitory, 74 and the 
mission routine continued to be regulated by bells. The journals of the post
Gribble period give only glimpses of mission life. The daily entries are brief 
but suggest that control of the children was rigidly maintained. A journal 
entry for 26 December 1939, notes that dormitory children were permitted 
to sit with their parents during the annual sports carnival and occasionally 
an entry refers to the discontent of the children. In August 1940, the 
superintendent, with the matron as a witness, strapped all the dormitory 
girls. "After this there was a tremendous din, upsetting the whole of the 
mission with their awful language".75 About this time, the mission council 
was revived and given responsibility for disciplining troublesome girls. In 
September 1940, the mission was assembled to witness four girls strapped 
by King David and three of the councillors. 76 The children rebelled and 
several absconded from the mission. In February 1942, the wire mesh walls 
of the dormitory were reinforced to prevent girls breaking out; when this 
failed they were chained to their beds in the locked dormitories. The 
following month a group of absconding girls were tracked, brought back 
and placed in chains, the leader being chained in the superintendent's 
house.77 

Towards the end of 1942 a more enlightened policy of childcare was 
introduced when the newly-appointed superintendent, the Rev. John Best, 
organised games evenings to initiate some social contact between boys and 
girls and modify the policy of rigid segregation that had been maintained 
since 1914. 

* * * * * * 

In the context of its time, Forrest River Mission was not an aberration. 
Gribble's practices were duplicated on other missions and Government 

74 Miss Richards, Collection of draft letters written at Forrest River Mission, 1936, Battye 
Library, Perth. 

15 Forrest River Mission Journal, August 1940. 
76 Ibid., September 1940. 
77 Ibid., February, March, 1942. 
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settlements throughout Australia where administrators were steeped in 19th 
century attitudes towards Aborigines; where the "ability to handle the 
blacks" was the true mark of the frontiersman. Missionary though he was, 
Gribble was very much a man of the Australian frontier. The unofficial 
courts, the summary punishment administered without recourse to the law, 
the mission gaol, the strap, chain and banishment were not peculiar to 
Gribble and Forrest River Mission, but were at least unofficially practices 
applied at the Government institutions at Moore River in the south and 
Moola Bulla in the Kimberley region. 

One would expect that inmates who lived through these Forrest River 
experiences would look back in anger at the repressions of their youth and 
the separation from their culture, but this was not always the case. Between 
1967 and 1988 I had many opportunities to discuss the Gribble era with 
elderly people who had fond memories of the order, the stability and the 
Christian worship of that period of mission history. Far more significant 
than anything else was the enduring affection these people had for the 
memory of Ernest "Judja" Gribble. 

For more than twenty years I have wrestled with the character of Ernest 
Gribble, trying to decide whether he was a despot or a saint. If I relied only 
upon the evidence in documents, I must decide against him, but always over 
those years the moderating factor has been a brief experience in 1967. It 
was October and I had obtained a 1930 photograph of Ernest Gribble. 
Choosing a time when I was alone with two elders, Robert and Louisa 
Roberts, I presented the photograph for their comment. In silence they 
stared at the image. Tears welled and flowed down their cheeks; they 
excused themselves and withdrew to a private place to bridge twenty years 
and reaffirm their love and affection for the Rev. Ernest Gribble. 



The Reverend Ernest Gribble: a Successful Missionary? 

Christine Halse 

Ernest Gribble provided many Aborigines with their introduction to 
Anglicanism and their first continuous contact with European culture. His 
remarkably long career lasted from 1893 until his death in 1957, making 
him the Anglican Church's longest serving missionary to the Aborigines and 
the second longest serving from all denominations. 1 In his sixty-four years 
as a missionary, Gribble exercised a powerful influence and control over 
thousands of Aborigines across Northern Australia. He was _the pioneer 
missionary at Y arrabah (1893-1909), near Cairns, Queensland, and at 
Forrest River (1914-1928), near Wyndam, Western Australia.2 He was also 
the Warden of Fraser Island (1900-1904), Queensland; he established the 
Mitchell River Mission, on the Gulf of Carpentaria, and was the first 
Anglican Chaplain stationed at Palm Island (1930-1957), off the coast of 
Townsville in Queensland. 

Though initially reluctant to enter missionary work, Gribble was a 
successful missionary according to the requirements of the Australian 
Board of Missions (ABM) at the end of the nineteenth century. Other 
missions were modelled on his methods; in 1957, he was awarded the OBE 
for his life's work with the Aborigines. In reality, many of his achievements 
were illusory or questionable. Privately he realised his failings but rarely 
admitted them publicly, presenting a facade of arrogant self-confidence. 
This invariably caused conflict with fellow workers and difficulties for 
ABM administration. 

Gribble's egotism was symptomatic of a forceful authoritarian 
personality. Authoritarianism fashioned his missionary methodology and 
reflected a strong ethnocentrism that was simultaneously tempered by a 
sincere concern for Aboriginal welfare. His methods and personality evoked 

Only Pastor Swartz of the Hopevale Luteran Mission worked longer as a missionary to 
the Aborigines. 

2 Gribble is appropriately described as the pioneer missionary, though not technically the 
founder. No Aborigines had visited Yarrabah Mission before his arrival; the original 
Forrest River staff had resigned within twelve months. 
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passionate reactions; contemporaries either admired or loathed him. He has 
been called "tyrannical and conceited"3 and branded "a big bully".4 Yet 
others saw him as a man of "modesty and absolute self-abnegation"5 with 
"intelligence ... foresight [and a] broad mind":6 a "kindly conscientious" man 
who "tempered zeal with tact". 7 Within the Anglican Church there were 
some who considered Gribble a genius;8 many Aborigines respected his 
humanitarian motives but condemned his authoritarian methods.9 

Academics are just as divided. Geoffrey Bolton describes Gribble as a 
"trouble-maker" and an "obstinate, tactless man", but admires his "moral 
courage". 10 Tigger Wise, biographer of A.P. Elkin, is more severe and 
encapsulates the opinions of Gribble's detractors: "a reckless tortured 
tyrant...[ who] ran his world with meglomaniacal fanaticism ... with a bible 
in one hand and a whip in another" .11 

3 AP. Elkin, Journal, 29 May 1928, Elkin Papers, Fisher Library, University of Sydney, 
Box 1, 11111. 

4 Louise Wood to AP. Elkin, 7 July 1928, Elkin Papers, Box 6, 1/1/68. 
5 Morning Post, 29 January 1907, p.3. 

6 R. Dyott, Travels in Australasia, Binningham 1912, p.140. 
7 D. Jones, Trinity Phoenix: a History of Cairns and District, Cairns 1976, pp.335-36. For 

other sympathetic views of Gribble see K.E. Evans, Missionary effort towards the Cape 
York Aborigines 1886-1910, BA(Hons) University of Queensland 1969, p.28; P. Smith, 
Like a Watered Garden: Yarrabah 1892-1909, the foundation era, BA(Hons) James Cook 
University 1980. 

8 Northern Churchman, 1May1909, p.8. 
9 Interview with Mrs S. Foley. 
10 G. Bolton, "Black and White after 1897", in C.T. Stannage (ed.), A New History of 

Western Australia, Nedlands 1981, p.141; G. Bolton, "Survey of the Kimberley Pastoral 
Industry 1885 to the Present", p.224, quoted in P. Biskup, Not Slaves Not Citizens: The 
Aboriginal Problem in Western Australia, 1898-1954, St Lucia 1973, p.84. 

11 T. Wise, The Self-made Anthropologist: a Life of A.P. Elkin, Sydney 1985, p.61; see also 
P. Biskup, Not Slaves not Citizens, pp.128-29; P. Hasluck, A Survey of Native Policy in 
Western Australia 1829-1897, Melbourne 1942, p.165; R.M. W. Dixon, A Grammar of 
Yidin, Cambridge 1977, pp.23-24; R. Broome, Aboriginal Australians: Black Response 
to White Dominance 1788-1980, Sydney 1982, pp.104-108. 
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Ernest Gribble was a controversial character. The question of his success 
as a missionary and the role his personality played in shaping his 
methodology as a missionary are central to the controversy. 

* * * * * 

According to family legend, Ernest Richard Bulmer Gribble was 
dedicated to the Church and missionary work at birth. 12 He was born in 
Gee long in February 1869, the eldest of the twelve children of John Brown 
(J.B.) Gribble and his wife Mary Anne (nee Bulmer) Gribble who 
established Warangesda Aboriginal Mission in N.S.W. and the Gascoyne 
Mission in Western Australia. His parents always intended that Ernest 
would be a missionary and continue J.B.'s work. 

The foundation for Ernest's missionary career was laid during his youth. 
He wrote of his years at Warangesda Mission as amongst the happiest of his 
life. He attended the mission school and played and hunted with the 
Aboriginal children, positive encounters which undoubtedly fostered his 
compassion for the Aboriginal people. 13 In 1887, Ernest accompanied his 
father to Western Australia to establish the Gascoyne Mission. At one stage, 
while J.B. was in Perth, the seventeen year old Ernest managed the mission 
single-handed for nine months: building, farming, teaching in the school 
and offering spiritual leadership. 14 The experience provided a taste of life . . .. 
as a p1oneermg m1ss10nary. 

Being the son of a missionary influenced the development of Gribble's 
methodology. He had no formal training in missionary work or 
anthropology but most of J.B.'s friends and associates were missionaries; 
discussion of the plight of Aborigines and missionary strategies dominated 
conversations at home. Gribble learnt his father's methods and accompanied 
him on a visit to Daniel Matthews' Maloga Mission, gaining a broad view 

12 The Herald, vol.XIV, 1November1923, p.l. 
13 E.R. Gribble, The Problem of the Australian Aborigines, Sydney 1930, pp.11-12; E.R. 

Gribble, Over the Years, Gribble Papers, Mitchell Library, Sydney, 1118/18, pp.16-17. 
14 E.R. Gribble, A Despised Race: the Vanishing Aborigines of Australia, Sydney 1933, 

p.81; E.R. Gribble, Forty Years with the Aborigines, Sydney 1930, p.14. 
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of missionary methods. He modelled Yarrabah and Forrest River on the 
examples ofWarangesda and Maloga, incorporating features his father and 
Daniel Matthews had borrowed from Blagden Hale at Poonindie.15 

Ernest Gribble also had many of the personal qualities necessary for a 
pioneering missionary at the end of the nineteenth century. He was an 
accomplished horseman with a passion for the outdoor life. 16 He worked as 
a stockman and drover before becoming a clergyman and relished the battle 
with nature integral to establishing a mission and making it prosper 
materially. Gribble even looked the part: "a swarthy individual...with 
altogether the appearance of a bushranger". 17 

But Ernest did not want to be a missionary. Teased at school because of 
his father's work, he hated accompanying him on parish visits and 
unsuccessfully resisted going to the Gascoyne. 18 When the mission failed 
and J.B. was humiliated and hounded from Western Australia for 
championing the Aborigines against vested pastoral interests, Ernest "time 
and again deplored the fact that he was the son of a Missionary to the 
Blacks". 19 Resolved that his experiences in Western Australia would not be 
repeated, he emphatically refused to help his father establish Y arrabah.20 

However, Ernest could not find another career. He experimented with a 
variety of occupations, including school teacher, insurance salesman and 
drover, and failed at each. At the beginning of the 1890s depression, he was 
unemployed with little prospect of work. The Bishop ofGoulbum, probably 
influenced by J.B., offered him the post of Catechist at Tumburumba, in his 
father's former parish of Adelong. Gribble hesitated but his mother urged 
him to accept; the £60 per year salary was also an attractive inducement.21 

JS See for example Gribble, Over the Years, p.6. 

J6 Ibid. 

17 A.B.M Review, 1December1918, p.140. 

Ja Gribble, Over the Years, pp.5-6, 11; M.A Gribble to J.B. Gribble, 12 October 1885; J.B. 
Gribble to E.R. Gribble, 26 October 1885, Gribble Papers, 1/1/6. 

J9 Gribble, Over the Years, p.26. 
20 Gribble, Forty Years with the Aborigines, p.53. 
21 E.R. Gribble, Life and E.xperiences of an Australian, Gribble Papers, 15/20/8, p.11. 
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Given his Christian convictions, preparation for clerical life and parents' 
wishes, he presumably rationalised that this was where his destiny lay. 

Yet Ernest still resisted his father's entreaties to enter missionary work.22 

In 1892, J.B., fallen seriously ill while struggling to establish Y arrabah 
Mission in North Queensland, insisted that Ernest take leave and come to 
Y arrabah. Ernest resented his "marching order", convinced that J.B. 's illness 
was a ruse to get him into missionary work. 23 But he obeyed the summons 
and agreed to spend six weeks at Y arrabah; he remained determined to 
return to Tumburumba.24 

By the time Ernest arrived at Y arrabah, J.B.'s health had deteriorated. He 
was suffering from pneumonia, malaria and the beginnings of tuberculosis; 
hospitalization was essential. As J.B. left Yarrabah he implored his son to 
remain permanently and help establish Y arrabah. Ernest refused. 

Denying his father left Ernest wracked with guilt and indecision. He 
confided to his journal: 

I do not know what to do he wants me so badly to stay and yet my heart is 
in my work at Turnburumba. 0 God what shall I do ... stay here or return my 
God I only desire to do what is right. 25 

The basis of his guilt was complex. Submission to parental authority 
married the Christian virtue of humility and the fifth commandment's 
directive to "Honour thy father and mother". Moreover, obedience to his 
earthly father was synonymous with obedience to his heavenly father.26 By 
refusing J.B., Ernest was denying a fundamental tenet of his Christian faith. 
A renunciation of the puritan concept of duty which had been inculcated 
during his youth, it echoed St Peter's denial of Christ. These factors were 
the basis of Ernest Gribble's decision to become a missionary and stay at 
Yarrabah. 

When J.B.'s health worsened, the ABM asked Ernest to remain at 
Y arrabah; reluctantly he agreed. In his journal he recorded 

22 J.B. Gribble to M.A. Gribble, 4 September 1891, 9 August 1892, Gribble Papers, 2/118. 
23 Gribble, Over the Years, pp.43-44. 
24 E.R Gribble, Journal, 13 November 1892, Gribble Papers, 3/10/1; Over the Years, p.44. 
25 Ibid., 25 October 1892. 

26 J.C. Fugel, The Psycho-Analytical Study of the Family, London 1921, p.133. 
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I am alone & not alone with three black boys with the work of forming the 
station cast upon my unworthy shoulders ... may God help me to be a willing 
soldier in this service.27 

Ernest did not have the opportunity to recant his denial in person. His 
father never returned to Y arrabah, but died on 3 June 1893; his dying wish 
was for Ernest to devote his life to missionary work. Ernest believed that his 
father had left Yarrabah to him as a "sacred trust"; "it was clearly [his] duty 
to remain" and make missionary work his life.28 This thought sustained 
Ernest Gribble during his life as a missionary.29 

Despite his resolve, Gribble was at first uncomfortable with missionary 
life. He complained of loneliness, "half-heartedness" in the work and 
wished that he had never left Tumburumba.30 He also suffered from vague 
indefinable illnesses, perhaps the physiological symptoms of depression.31 

Gradually he became reconciled to his new life. Some of the loneliness 
was alleviated when his mother and three siblings came to live at Y arrabah 
and in 1895 he married Amelia Wright, a Cairns girl, who bore him three 
sons. Ordained a deacon in 1894, he was priested four years later. This 
entrenched him in a clerical career and increased his stature and authority 
at Yarrabah, in missionary circles and with the local white community. 

These factors alone were insufficient to sustain the reluctant missionary 
throughout his sixty-four year career but the rewards of success encouraged 
him to stay in the field. At the end of the nineteenth century, ABM and its 
supporters had a clear vision of missionary success. They demanded 
impressive material progress to prove that their donations were not being 
wasted; self-sufficiency was preferred because it removed all financial 
responsibility. Also necessary was a growing mission population and 

27 E.R. Gribble, Journal, 13 November 1892, Gribble Papers, 3/10/1. My emphasis. 

28 Gribble, Over the Years, pp. 4, 45; E.R. Gribble to Canon Needham, ABM Chairman, 
5 June 1940, Gribble Papers, 8/12/5. 

29 Gribble, Over the Years, p.48. 
30 E.R. Gribble, Journal, 13 November 1892; 6 December 1892; 25 February 1893, Gribble 

Papers, 3/10/1. 
31 /bid., 12 November; 4 December 1892; 18 December 1892. 
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evidence that residents were being "civilized" by abandoning traditional 
culture and values in favour of Europeanization. The final criterion was 
demonstrable evidence of conversions. The sincerity of conversions was 
difficult, if not impossible, to gauge but statistics showing increasing 
numbers of baptisms and confirmations were acceptable testimony. 

Information about the progress of missions was disseminated through 
ABM journals and Gribble's reports to the Board and local committee. 
According to these, and judged by contemporary criteria, Gribble's 
missionary work was highly successful. Between 1893 and 1909, the 
mission population at Y arrabah increased rapidly, encouraged by 
government legislation which forcibly removed Aborigines to missions and 
reserves, and the expansion of white settlement which consumed Aboriginal 
territory, destroyed traditional food supplies and disrupted tribal life. By the 
time of Gribble's departure from Yarrabah, in 1909, there was a population 
of 500 including 200 communicants, 120 married couples, 87 school 
children and a community of fifteen villages with dormitories, a school, 
hospital, homes for each married couple and five churches.32 

To Europeanize the Aborigines, Gribble introduced all the trappings of 
"civilization". Telephones connected the main buildings; mission residents 
produced a newspaper entitled Aboriginal News; the mission band 
performed, to acclaim, throughout Queensland; there was a Cadet Corps, 
Ambulance Brigade, Fire Brigade and an elected government formed from 
the male communicants. 

To satisfy ABM's demand for self-supporting missions, tropical fruits, 
coffee, coconuts and rice were grown for domestic consumption and sale in 
Cairns. Fish was trapped and sent to the Cairns freezing works while the 
mission cutter Hepzibah was used for commercial beche-de-mer fishing. 
Gribble even organised selling local fems and orchids to Brisbane florists.33 

32 Unidentified newspaper cutting, Gribble Papers, 14/20/6; Gribble, Despised Race, p.45; 
Missionary Notes, 10 February 1909, p.3. 

33 Missionary Notes, 15 March 1898, p.19; 15December1899, p.110; 18 July 1898, p.71; 
22 June 1898, p.41; 10 February 1909, p.4; Aboriginal News, 15 February 1908; 
Missionary Notes, 15 February 1896, p.13. 
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Y arrabah's material growth was achieved despite repeated setbacks. In 
1894, a cyclone destroyed the mission house and cutter; four years later a 
gale flattened the newly completed church.34 Another cyclone wiped out the 
entire mission in January 1906, destroying the material progress of thirteen 
years. Whilst many would have abandoned the enterprise at this stage, 
Gribble's remarkable determination and energy came to the fore and the 
mission was completely rebuilt. 

Superficially, Yarrabah's spiritual development seemed impressive. The 
first confirmation took place on 19 December 1896, just four years after 
Gribble's arrival. By 1909, 230 Aborigines had been confirmed and 377 
baptised.35 There was a surpliced choir and a Church Lads Brigade; from 
January 1897, local Aborigines gave addresses at services.36 Several 

I 

Aborigines were licensed as lay-readers and one served as the first 
Aboriginal representative to Synod.37 In 1907, Horace Reid, a mission 
resident, won the Bishop's prize for first place in the Sunday School 
Exams.38 According to St Paul, one measure of successful conversion is the 
emergence of a self-initiated church. In May 1897, Gribble learnt that 
mission residents had organised a weekly prayer meeting;39 in the same 
year, local Aborigines initiated a programme of Aboriginal evangelism 
amongst surrounding tribes.40 Eleven years later, James Noble, his wife 
Angelina and Horace Reid volunteered to work as missionaries at Roper 
River in the Northern Territory. 

Progress was slower at Forrest River during Gribble's administration 
from 1914 to 1928. The East Kimberley mission was located on the 1.6 
million hectare Mamdoc Reserve so that fewer territorial or legislative 

34 Morning Post, 31March1898, p.5. 
35 Figures extracted from E.R. Gribble's Journals, Gribble Papers, Boxes 3-4, and the 

Yarrabah Baptism Register, St Albans Church, Yarrabah. 
36 E.R. Gribble, Journal, 31 January 1897, Gribble Papers, 3/10/4. 
37 Gribble, Despised Race, p.42. 
31 E.R. Gribble, Journal, 21 August 1907, Gribble Papers, 4/10/11. 

39 Ibid., 28 May 1897. 
40 /bid; Missionary Notes, 7 January 1900, p.124, 18 March 1901, p.19; 15 February 1902, 

p.11; 22 January 1903, p.4; Aboriginal News, 8 September 1908. 
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pressures forced Aborigines to join the mission. By 1928, the Aboriginal 
mission population totalled 111 but included only about 50 local 
Aborigines.41 Nevertheless, by 1929 when Gribble left Forrest River 
Mission there was a small village. Streets, named after Anglican missions, 
crossed each other in grid formation. Buildings included a hospital, 
dormitories, married people's homes and the mission's spiritual life centred 
on the Church (St Michael and All Angels): the only one in the East 
Kimberley when completed in 1921.42 

To contribute to the mission's economic viability, vegetables, maize and 
millet were grown for residents. Watermelons were grown for sale in 
Wyndham and peanuts produced for the Adelaide market. A herd of 2,800 
cattle was maintained for sale to the Wyndham meatworks and Gribble 
organised the production of cotton of sufficient quality to win seventh place 
at the Wembley Exhibition.43 

Gribble's success with conversion was less impressive. The local tribes 
had had little contact with Europeans before Gribble's arrival and the 
Aborigines' ability to maintain their traditional cultural and economic life 
on Marndoc Reserve lessened the mission's appeal. In fourteen years, only 
44 were confirmed and 134 baptised. 44 

Nevertheless, these achievements were surprising and a demonstration 
of Gribble's forceful character, for Forrest River was beseiged with 
difficulties. The mission was isolated, its only access by boat to Wyndham 
which could take as long as four days. Supplies from Perth were often 
delayed. Food shortages were a perennial problem and drought, flood, 
plagues of ticks, locusts and grasshoppers slowed local food production. 
Nor were there any luxuries for the staff. For two years there were no chairs 
at the mission and when finally acquired they were "Kimberly 
Chippendale" i.e. built by staff from onion and oil boxes.45 Accommodation 

41 AP. Elkin, "Report on Forrest River Mission", 1928, Elkin Papers. 
42 Western Australian Church News, November 1921, p. l 0. 
43 Gribble, Forty Years, pp.211, 214-6; Western Australian Church News, September 1916, 

p.15, March 1915, p.14, February 1924, pp.21, 211, 214. 
44 Gribble, Despised Race, p.113. 
45 Western Australian Church News, March 1915, p.14. 
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was also inadequate; staff slept on the verandahs of dormitories and in the 
store. There was little privacy and even by 1927 there was no bathroom.46 

To economise and because of the problems of getting materials to Forrest 
River, the original buildings were built with local timber and grass. 
Consequently, fires were common; Gribble had to rebuild the mission in 
sun-dried brick which further slowed material advancement.47 In addition 
to these hardships, tragedy often struck. In 1925, an explosion destroyed the 
Mission launch; three Aboriginal men died and Gribble's son Jack was 
badly bumed.48 In October the following year, Gribble's daughter-in-law, 
Edith, died while working at the mission. 

Gribble's chaplaincy at Palm Island, from 1930 to 1957, also appeared 
successful by contemporary criteria. With characteristic vigour, Gribble 
supervised the building of three churches (one at Palm Island and two on 
Fantome Island), a tennis court and a hall that became the social centre.49 

The hall was used for the weekly dances, church meetings and the Boys' 
Club, Girls' Guild, Young People's evening and Tennis Club that Gribble 
began.so He also established a lending library; a boys' choir; reading room 
and Women's Guild.s1 During World War II, Gribble held noon Intercession 
for "victory and peace" and his congregation collected money for the Red 
Cross.s2 Gribble also established a Memorial Fund in memory of James 
Noble, his assistant at all three missions and Australia's first Aboriginal 
Anglican deacon. The fund provided secondary education for Anglican boys 
and girls and Gribble personally monitored the progress of each student. 

46 Rev. AS. Webb to Canon Burton, ABM Secretary in Western Australia, 30 April 1927, 
Correspondence of ABM in Western Australia, ABM Archives, Sydney, Box 5.8. 

47 Gribble, Forty Years, p.192-93. 
48 ABM Review, 12 November 1925, p.l. 
49 Bishop Feetham to Canon Needham, 7 March 1940, Gribble Papers, 8/12/5; Northern 

Churchman, 1 July 1939, p.12. 

so Report of the Synod of North Queensland, 1943 and 1948-1949, North Queensland 
Diocesan Archives, Townsville. 

si Northern Churchman, 1June1931, p.6; 1May1936, p.10; 1November1939, p.15. 

si Report of the Synod of North Queensland, 1941 and 1943; Northern Churchman, 
November 1942, p. l 0. 
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From 1931, Aborigines went with Gribble to represent Palm Island at the 
North Queensland Synod;s3 a number including Ellison Obah, Roy Tippo, 
Azara Gessu, Ned Martin and Ned Capebedford, were licensed as lay
readers. By 1953 Gribble reported that he had baptised 1126, confinned 
1570, married 183 and buried 484.s4 

The litany of Gribble's achievements are testimony to his energy, 
determination and dedication. Despite set-backs, his work appeared to 
satisfy ABM demands for impressive material, spiritual and cultural 
progress. The length of his career proves that ABM recognised his talents 
as a pioneering missionary. Y arrabah became the model for subsequent 
Anglican missionary ventures and missionaries were sent there to study his 
methods. Gribble was chosen by ABM's Brisbane Committee when a 
Warden was needed for the new Anglican mission at Fraser Island and 
Bishop White solicited his help in establishing the Mitchell River Mission 
on the Gulf of Carpentaria. Gribble was also the first choice to establish the 
Church Missionary Society mission at Roper River and to be superintendent 
of a new ABM mission at Edward River though he never filled these 
posts.ss 

Gribble was flooded with accolades because of his achievements. Bishop 
White considered Y arrabah "one of the most remarkable instances of 
successful mission work in modem times".s6 In a similar vein, Bishop 
Frodsham of North Queensland believed that "The success of 
Y arrabah ... has shown that the natives can be saved physically, morally, and 
spiritually".s7 Bishop Feetham of North Queensland believed Gribble "the 

53 Reports of the Synod of North Queensland, 1931-1957. 
54 E.R. Gribble to Canon Needham, 8 November 1953, Gribble Papers, 8/12/1. 
55 ABM Executive Council Minutes, 11 June 1908, ABM Archives, Sydney, Box 2, M2; 

1928 Report, August 1929, vol.4, Box 5, M4. 
56 Unidentified newspaper cutting, Gribble Papers, 13/20/4. 
57 The Bishops ofCarpentaria and North Queensland, Missionary Notes, 21February1903, 

p.11. 
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greatest living authority on the Aboriginal race" and claimed that Palm 
Island's "transformation since [Gribble's arrival] is amazing".58 

The relative isolation ofYarrabah, Forrest River and Palm Island meant 
that word of Gribble's successes rarely spread outside Church circles. 
Occasionally, however, there were exceptions. In 1907, a speech by Bishop 
Frodsham was interpreted by some as an attempt to take credit for 
Yarrabah's development. The Cairns Morning Post sprang to Gribble's 
defence even though its editors were quick to criticise him on other 
occasions: 

The whole of the North knows that it is to this gentleman's self-sacrifice and 
almost superhuman labour that Yarrabah is the model Aboriginal mission 
station in Australia today ... Mr Gribble ... has starved himself in order that he 
might carry out his great scheme for the regeneration of the aborigines of 
North Queensland ... Rev. E.R. Gribble has raised to himself in Yarrabah a 
monument of fame ... [he] has given up his whole life to the cause of the 
North Queensland Aborigines ... the self-abnegating Rev. E.R. Gribble ... [is] 
the one man who, first and last, should be honoured as the primal and final 
cause of the success of the mission. 59 

However, Gribble's record should not be accepted at face value. Gribble 
cultivated his image as a "successful" missionary, which suggests that 
recognition was fundamental to sustaining him in his life's work. He wrote 
glowing reports of his work for the ABM Executive and its journals as well 
as publishing six autobiographies (three in book form and the remainder 
serialized in newspapers and Church journals) in which he described and 
extolled his achievements and methods. The distance of Y arrabah, Forrest 
River and Palm Island from ABM's offices made it difficult to monitor his 
work closely or to verify his reports. But ABM was not blind nor totally 
ignorant. Gribble was criticised in private but ABM did not challenge his 
public persona. After all, donations depended on good press. In reality, 
many of Gribble's so-called successes do not stand close scrutiny. 

58 Bishop Feetham to Canon Needham, undated copy, Gribble Papers, 8/12/5; 19 December 
1945; ABM and Aborigines: Chairman's Correspondence relating to Palm Island, ABM 
Archives, Sydney, Series 4. 

59 Morning Post, 18 January 1907, p.3. 
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Financial concerns dominated the operation of ABM, for the survival of 
missions depended on the generosity of Church members. However, racism 
and belief in the Aborigines' inevitable demise, made Aboriginal missions 
an unpopular cause compared with the "intense enthusiasm in more distant 
venture such as China, India and Africa".60 Aboriginal missions were 
pressured to be self-supporting, and ambitious Gribble wanted materially 
impressive missions. Though he made "frequent mention ... of the self
supporting powers"61 ofYarrabah and Forrest River, neither became self
sufficient. The result was massive debts and financial chaos. In fact, Gribble 
was repeatedly reprimanded for accumulating unwarranted, unauthorized 
debts. 62 The debt on Y arrabah became so large that the ABM Executive 
threatened to publicly disclaim its responsibility.63 In Western Australia, the 
local ABM Secretary wished that he "had nothing whatever to do with the 
finances of Forrest River Mission".64 At Palm Island, Gribble's enthusiasm 
for building left St Georges with so large a debt that the Diocesan Secretary 
forced Gribble to do deputation work to reduce it.65 Gribble's economic 
incompetence even extended into his personal life; his debt at the Palm 

60 Missionary Notes, 15 February 1900, pp.9, 74. 
61 Rev. Dixon, ABM Secretary, to E.R. Gribble, 13 December 1902, Gribble Papers, 

7/11/3. 
62 Ibid., ABM Executive Council Minutes, IO December 1897 and 25 February 1989, Box 

1, Series M2 also 2 March 1906, Box 2, Series M2. 
63 ABM Executive Council Minutes, 25 February 1898, Box 1, Series M2; Rev. Hargraves, 

ABM Secretary, to E.R. Gribble, 28 February 1898 quoted in Rev. Dixon, ABM 
Secretary to E.R. Gribble, 13 December 1902, Gribble Papers, 7/1113; E.R. Gribble to 
Rev. Hargraves, 24 February 1898, Gribble Papers, 14/20/6. 

64 Mr Batchelor, ABM Secretary in Western Australia, to E.R. Gribble, 13 June 1922, 
Board of Missions Western Australia, Box 2/6. Also Canon Burton, ABM Secretary in 
Western Australia, to Canon Needham, 3 & 4 May 1927, Correspondence of ABM in 
Western Australia, Box 5.8. · 

65 C.E. Smith, North Queensland Diocesan Secretary, to E.R. Gribble, 21 September and 
5 October 1939, Gribble Papers, 7/11/5. 
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Island store became so great that the administration threatened to cancel his 
credit.66 

Many of his fundraising schemes cost more to implement than they 
earned. In 1921, a cost-benefit analysis of running sheep at Forrest River 
showed that the enterprise actually left the mission in debt by more than 
£46.67 Forrest River cotton won awards but cost ABM "thousands of pounds 
and six years [lost] labour". Characteristically, Gribble ignored advice to 
abandon cotton cultivation and in 1928 the mission's stock pile of cotton 
had to be burnt.68 As Canon Needham, ABM Chairman, accurately 
observed, Gribble had "large stores of experience ... [but] he [was] not a 
business man".69 

Gribble's success with conversions was also often illusory. He allowed 
only converted Aborigines to marry or assume positions of (nominal) 
responsibility within the mission hierarchy, policy that encouraged "rice 
Christians". Even Gribble realised that his hold on Aborigines often 
depended on providing food and tobacco.70 Despite evidence of some 
sincere conversions, many Aborigines adopted a dual position, paying token 
adherence to Christianity while maintaining allegiance to aspects of their 
culture disapproved of by the Church. After fourteen years at Forrest River, 
Gribble deposed five of his most trusted converts for participating in recent 
circumcision rites.71 Four confirmed men (i.e. 11% of the total confirmed) 

66 Mr Cornell, Superintendent of Palm Island, to E.R Gribble, 13 September 1932, Gribble 
Papers, 7/11/1. 

67 Mr Freeman to Archdeacon Huddlestone, undated, Personal File, ABM Archives, 
Sydney. 

68 Rev. Arthur Haining to ABM Secretary in Western Australia, 1 December 1928, 
Correspondence of ABM Western Australia, Box 5.8; Report by Rev. A.S. Webb, 28 
February 1928, Correspondence of ABM Western Australia, Box 5.8. 

69 Canon Needham to Canon Burton, St Thomas' Day 1927, Correspondence of ABM 
Western Australia, Box 5.8. 

7° Cutting from the Australian Record, 1894, Gribble Papers, 13/20/4, Missionary Notes, 
15 February 1896, p.12; E.R. Gribble, Forrest River Journal, 29 September 1927, 
MN545 2389A/14A; A.P. Elkin, Journal, 29 May 1928, Elkin Papers, Box 1, 1/1/1. 

71 E.R. Gribble, Forrest River Journal, 21 August 1927, MN545,2389A/12A. 
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left the mission to fulfil traditional marriage obligations.72 Few of those 
confirmed spoke more than a little English; 73 since none of the white 
missionaries spoke Aboriginal languages, the extent of the Aborigines' 
understanding of the Anglican rites of passage must be suspect. Even 
Gribble was forced to admit that most baptised men only stayed at the 
mission for a few months before leaving to find wives.74 At Yarrabah the 
pattern was similar although less extreme because longer contact with white 
society had caused greater cultural fragmentation. Still, many traditional 
customs continued.75 Converts would "abscond" to attend corroborees in 
Cairns, and the graveyard adjacent to the Church had to be moved because 
the people continued to fear spirits.76 In 1908, the year before Gribble's 
departure, he complained that there was still trouble with "silly old 
blackfellow things".77 John Barlow (Manmuny), the first Kongkandji to 
settle at Yarrabah and the man Gribble appointed "King of Yarrabah", 
abandoned his Christianity of ten years to perform customary burial rites 
after the death of his sister. Even at Palm Island, where Gribble's conversion 
rate was greatest, his assistant, Father Hubbard, resigned because adults 
were baptised "without adequate preparation" and because Gribble insisted 
that "numbers [were] essential whilst teaching doesn't matter".78 Indeed 
Gribble was obsessed with quantity rather than quality. 

This is not to suggest that Gribble was not a committed Anglican; but 
while he spent his life as a clergyman he was not a spiritual man. Gribble's 
large volume of personal papers contain few religious writings and religious 
references in his journals are sparse. His staff complained that they received 

72 Report by Rev. A.S. Webb, 28 February 1928, Correspondence of ABM in Western 
Australia, Box 5.8. 

73 A.P. Elkin to Sally Elkin, 13 May 1928, Elkin Papers, Box 216, 5/2, Item I. 
74 Western Australian Police File, Battye Library, Perth, AN 513 Acc. 430 4031/28. For a 

similar view see A.P. Elkin to Sally Elkin, 13 May 1928, as above. 
75 Missionary Notes, 23 September 1901, p.94; E.R. Gribble, ''The Initiation Rites of the 

Goonganjee Tribe", Science of Man, vol. I, no.4, 1898, p.85. 
76 Interview with Mrs M. Smith. 
77 Aboriginal News, 15 June 1908. 
78 Father Hubbard to E.R. Gribble, 3 November 1938, Gribble Papers, 8/12/2. 
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little "spiritual help ... Nor [were] they likely to get it".79 For this reason, 
Canon Needham believed that "Mr. Gribble is not a priest...and is not likely 
to be one in the future ... he knows little of the ideals of priesthood".80 

Gribble's lack of spiritual depth was, in part, a result of lack of 
education, Although brought up in a family where missionary zeal was 
pervasive, Gribble had no formal training for the priesthood and was given 
a simplified ordination exam so that he could minister at Y arrabah. He 
seemed to lack an intellectual understanding of Anglicanism and was 
preoccupied with temporal rather than spiritual concerns. His services 
became vehicles for secular ends during which he lectured Aborigines 
against leaving the mission, recited mission rules, -directed work 
programmes, criticised staff and would scold his congregations during hour
long sermons.81 As a result, the Rev. Raining, Gribble's successor at Forrest 
River, found that "The religion of the natives .. .is not as real as one would 
wish".82 They had been instructed in a version of Christianity "based on a 
superstitious fear & a large percentage ofhysteria".83 

Despite his financial mismanagement and questionable success with 
conversions, Gribble boasted of his achievements. He claimed that 
Yarrabah "stood at the top as regards results" and that St George's Palm 
Island saw its "hey-day" during his ministry.84 His myopic belief in himself 
made life intolerable for all but the most self-sacrificing and self-effacing 

19 Report by Canon Needham, ABM Board Meeting 22 & 23 August 1928, ABM Series 
M4,Box5. 

80 Ibid. 
81 E.R. Gribble, Journal, 3 July 1905, Gribble Papers, 3/10/9; Rules and Regulations of 

Yarrabah, North Queensland Diocesan Archives, Townsville; Report by Canon 
Needham, ABM Board Meeting 22 & 23 August 1928, as above; Bishop Feetham to 
Canon Needham, 7 March 1940, Gribble Papers, 8/12/5. See also 16 July 1945, ABM 
and Aborigines: Chairman's Correspondence Relating to Palm Island 1945-1949, Series 
4. 

82 Rev. Arthur Haining to ABM Secretary in Western Australia, 1 December 1928, 
Correspondence of ABM in Western Australia, Box 5.8. 

83 Rev. Arthur Haining to the Archbishop, 5 December 1928, ibid. 
84 E.R. Gribble to Archdeacon Cowland, 12 December 1951, ibid., 8/12/2; E.R. Gribble to 

Archdeacon Robertson, ABM Chairman, 28 January 1952, ibid., 8/12/l. 
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of co-workers. He would not tolerate dissent and his responses were often 
violent. When a staff member at Y arrabah questioned his authority, Gribble 
"seized him by the neck and the seat of his pants and dropped him over the 
verandah on to the ground".85 Investigations into his administration of 
Forrest River, in 1928, found that relations with his staff "could not be more 
unhappy". 86 He 

... must have everything done his own way. He is quite incapable of bringing 
out the best in his fellow workers ... he will not listen to any suggestion from 
anyone. A consultation of the staff is only a sham, none would dare to 
express an opinion if thought to be unacceptable to him. It would be met 
with the same old remark "I have had thirty-six years' experience, and I 
know".87 

Gribble's inability to deal with staff made Dr A.P. Elkin, the 
anthropologist and fellow clergyman, resolve that "no friend of mine will 
ever come to [Gribble] to be ground into a pancake, if I can help it".88 

Gribble's failure to work amicably with others pushed most of the priests 
who assisted him at Palm Island into resigning. This made the Bishop of 
North Queensland desperate: "Is there a Priest anywhere who wants to go 
and work with Gribble?"89 

Anthropologists who questioned Gribble's expertise and methods were 
also a target for his wrath. When Professor Klaatsch, a German 
anthropologist, visited Y arrabah, Gribble dismissed his credentials: 

Professor Klaatsch may be an accredited scientist, but...I have yet to learn 
if the measuring of a few heads can be taken before thirteen years 
experience and knowledge.90 

85 E.R. Gribble, Typescript of Over the Years, ibid., 11/18/10. 
86 A.P. Elkin to Sally Elkin, 13 May 1928, Elkin Papers, Box 216, 512, Item I. 
87 Report by Canon Needham, ABM Board Meeting, 22 & 23 August 1928, ABM Series 

M4, Box 5. 
88 A.P. Elkin to Sally Elkin, 13 May 1928, as above. 

89 Bishop Feetham, to Canon Needham, undated copy, Gribble Papers, 8/12/5. My 
emphasis. 

90 Morning Post, IO February 1905, p.3. 
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When Dr A.P. Elkin stayed at Forrest River, in 1928, Gribble complained 
that Elkin "gave himself airs" and that his "scientific training gave 
him ... [no] right to teach those on the Mission how a Mission ought to be 
managed".91 As a result, Gribble developed a reputation amongst many of 
his contemporaries as "a most aggressive egotist [who] seems to imagine 
that he is not only the final but the only authority on how to treat the 
natives" .92 

Gribble's conceit led him to believe that he was beyond the authority of 
the ABM Executive even though his judgement was often faulty and his 
self-confidence misplaced. In 1900, Gribble arranged for Y arrabah to be 
classified as an Industrial and Reformatory School for Aboriginal children. 
He was unabashed about his motives: 

There are scores of children whom we wish to gather in ... this being an 
industrial school for aboriginal children we can get them without any 
interference on the part of persons interested. 93 

The news astonished the ABM Executive which had "not been consulted 
nor its consent obtained";94 it censured Gribble for his presumption and 
demanded "an explanation".95 But the protests were futile; the 
reclassification ofYarrabah was a fait accompli.96 Loud and embarrassing 
opposition resulted. As Gribble was the Church's representative, criticisms 
of him were, by association, a direct attack on ABM and the Anglican 
Church. The Cairns Morning Post encapsulated the prevailing feeling: 

91 Report by Canon Needham, ABM Board Meeting, 22 & 23 August 1928, as above. 
92 Canon Needham to Canon G. O'Keeffe, Headmaster of All Souls School, Charters 

Towers, 7 August 1931, Miscellaneous ABM Correspondence, ABM Archives Sydney, 
Box 1.27. For a similar view see A.P. Elkin, Journal, 29 May 1928, Elkin Papers, Box 
1, 1/1/1. 

93 E.R. Gribble to Rev. Dixon, ABM Secretary, 20 June 1900, Gribble Papers, 9/11/3. 
94 ABM Executive Council Minutes, 13 July 1900, Series M2, Box l; Rev. Dixon to E.R. 

Gribble, 2 July 1900, Gribble Papers, 7/11/3. 
95 ABM Executive Council Minutes, 11 May 1900, 8 June 1900, 13 July 1900, Series M2, 

Box I. 
96 Rev. Dixon to E.R. Gribble, 15 February, 24 April 1900, Gribble Papers, 7/11/3. 
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Powers have been transferred to [Gribble] which should never be extended 
to anyone on this earth ... Mr Gribble has tom children of tender years away 
from their parents and virtually held them in slavery while the grief stricken 
parents have gone on their unconsoled way .. .it is left in the hands of the Rev. 
Gribble to travel throughout this district and separate child and parent, 
brother and sister, forever ... what excuse is to be put forward for the tyranny 
that is exercised?97 

A similar scenario occurred at Fraser Island. The ABM Executive, 
concerned that responsibility for Fraser Island would interfere with 
Gribble's work at Y arrabah, insisted that he visit Sydney to discuss the 
implications of his possible appointment as Warden.98 Gribble -ignored the 
Executive's instructions, left immediately for Fraser Island and stayed three 
months despite being chastised for having "committed an error in 
judgement in leaving" Y arrabah without their authority and approval.99 

By the same token, convinced of the superiority of methods used at 
Y arrabah, Gribble duplicated his programme at Fraser Island. He ignored 
advice about the tribal composition of the mission residents, 100 agricultural 
development of the island101 and the medical problems of the Aborigines.102 

The result was 

97 Morning Post, 31 October 1902, p.2. 
98 ABM Executive Council Minutes, 9 February 1900, Series M2, Box l. 
99 Rev. J. Dixon to E.R. Gribble, 13 March 1900, Gribble Papers, 7/11/3. 
100 Missionary Notes, 25 February 1901, p.l. 
101 Report of Peter McLean, Agricultural Adviser, to the Queensland Home Secretary, 23 

January 1901, Fraser Island Transcripts, Dept. of Anthropology, University of 
Queensland, Brisbane. 

102 Report by Rev. G.H. Frodsham, Missionary Notes, 19 March 1900, p.22; Archibald 
Meston to the Queensland Home Secretary, 21 December 1900, Queensland State 
Archives, CoV483a, 1900/19728; Superintendent Charles Kitchen to the Queensland 
Home Secretary, November 1900 in R. Evans and J. Walker, "These Strangers, Where 
are they going": Aboriginal-European Relations in the Fraser Island and Wide Bay 
Region 1770-1905; Occasional Papers in Anthropology, no.8, March 1977, p.87. Report 
on Earth Eating by Dr Penny ofMaryborough, 21February1901, Queensland State 
Archives, CoVA842, 1901/14623. 
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a death-rate of one-half of the population in four years, continual complaints 
of want of food and clothing, the introduction of opium and a chronic 
discontent shown by repeated escapes from the island.103 

Even Gribble's ally, Dr Roth, the Queensland Chief Protector of Aborigines, 
admitted that the mission was a failure and recommended its closure.104 The 
Aboriginal residents were forcibly moved to Y arrabah and the government 
reserve of Durundur near Caboolture. 

Gribble did not improve with age. In 1939, convinced of his expertise 
with boats, Gribble purchased a launch for St Georges, Palm Island, without 
the approval and to the aggravation of the Diocesan Council. Marine 
experts found the boat unsafe, in poor condition, unsuitable for Palm Island 
waters and useless in inclement weather. Gribble was told that it had to be 
sold.105 

At times, Gribble recognised that his work was not as successful as he 
presented. This realization manifested itself in periodic bouts of depression 
and mental collapse aggravated by exhaustion, overwork and recurring 
doubts about being a missionary. In 1909, a nervous breakdown led to 
Gribble's forced removal from Yarrabah. At Forrest River, he suffered from 
severe episodes of "depression [and] despondency11106 accompanied by the 
same vague illnesses he had experienced after agreeing to become a 
missionary. During these times, Gribble felt "out of touch with black and 
white" .107 In 1925, negative reports from mission staff and Gribble's friend, 

103 Archibald Meston, Unidentified newspaper cutting, Gribble Papers, 13/20/4. For similar 
criticisms see Police Magistrate Osborn to the Queensland Home Secretary in I. Noade 
and H.E. Aldridge to the Queensland Home Secretary, 14 July 1901, Education 
Department - Miscellaneous : Mission Schools File, Queensland State Archives; 
Morning Post, 3October1902, p.S; Evans and Walker, "Where are they going", pp.87-
89. 

104 Recommendation by Dr Roth, Department of Lands Register ofln-Letters, Queensland 
State Archives, 23 March 1904/ Aborigines : 9290. 

105 C.E. Smith, Queensland Diocesan Secretary, to E.R. Gribble, 8 October 1939, Gribble 
Papers, 7/11/5. 

106 E.R. Gribble, Forrest River Journal, 20 March 1925, 28 March 1925, 29 March 1925, 
MN 545, 2389 A/11. 

107 E.R. Gribble, Forrest River Journal, 28 March 1925, MN 545, 2389 A/11. 
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Dr Adams of Wyndham, prompted Bishop Trower of the North-West 
Diocese, to remove Gribble's license temporarily and force him to take a 
furlough. 108 Four years later, Gribble was dismissed from Forrest River 
Mission after a second nervous breakdown. This time his depression was so 
intense that he talked of leaving the priesthood and returning to life as a 
drover. 109 The pattern was repeated at Palm Island. The Bishop of North 
Queensland confided to the ABM Chairman: 

... two months absence [from Palm Island] will not be enough to get Gribble 
back to his best normal disposition. You know that every so many years he 
is inclined to go 'off his rocker'. Well he has nearly been off it during the 
cyclone season for the last four or five years. This time he is rather worse 
than usual. 110 

Gribble's methods reflected his authoritarian, patriarchal nature and the 
paternalism of the era. When the Queensland government appointed Gribble 
Superintendent of Y arrabah on 4 November 1899, 111 he was delighted 
because the Superintendent "is sole judge of what should or should not be 
done within the reserve". 112 On his missions, controls were placed on every 
aspect of daily life. The Y arrabah Rule Book consisted of twenty-seven, 
closely typed pages imposing regulations for every contingency. Work, 
leisure, schooling, church attendance, marriage, dress, baking bread, writing 
on walls and even bathing were covered. No detail was too petty to be 
ignored. The "Rules for Married People", for example, prescribed that 

1. Tables be clean for every meal. 
2. Basins, mugs, spoons, dishes to be cleaned at once after every meal. 
3. Mugs are to be kept in the proper place. 

108 Nurse Claridge to Canon Needham, 14 May 1925; Bishop Trower to Archdeacon 
Huddleston, ABM Chainnan in Western Australia, 16 June 1925, Jack Gribble to Canon 
Needham, 15 & 30 March 1925; Telegram Bishop Trower to E.R. Gribble, 19June1925, 
Correspondence of ABM in Western Australia, Box 5.8. 

109 Canon Needham, to E.R. Gribble, 9 August 1929, Gribble Papers, 7/1112. 
110 Bishop Feetham, to Canon Needham, 7 March 1940, Gribble Papers, 8/12/5. 
111 Report of the Northern Protector of Aboriginals for 1899, Legislative Council Journal, 

LI, Part II, 1900, p.797. 

112 Dyott, Travels in Australia, p.134. My emphasis. 
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4. Copper oven and fire places to be kept clean. 
5. Tub for bread [to be kept] well clean. 
6. Bread to be set each evening. 
7. Flowers to be kept on meal table. 
8. Table to be properly laid for meals. 
9. Bread to be got from the store before bell rings. 
10. No boys allowed in kitchen unless at work.113 

239 

Gribble's authoritarianism was reflected in the quasi-military 
management of his missions, a method of social control learnt during two 
years at the King's School, Parramatta. Military drill was part of the weekly 
routine because it induced "good discipline" 114 Aborigines in positions of 
responsibility were called 'officers'; heads of work teams were 'captains'. On 
meeting a missionary or officer, mission residents were required to salute; 
punishment for non-compliance included pack-drill and sentry duty. m In 
1899, a Cadet Corps was established with Gribble as drill sergeant. A 
mission resident recalled that Gribble revelled in his role. He "dressed just 
like one ofthem ... army man with his hat cocked up ... and ... his horse is flash 
and he ride rank[s]". 116 

Gribble married militarism and religion to produce his own overtly 
militaristic version of muscular Christianity. One of the first hymns Gribble 
taught was "Onward Christian Soldiers" while "Fight the Good Fight" was 
amongst his favourite texts. At Y arrabah, in 1904, Gribble established a 
branch of the Church Lads Brigade: an organisation which strove to 
inculcate the middle-class British values of "sobriety, thrift, self-help, 
punctuality [and[ obedience" by adopting full military organisation, 
terminology and instructional methods. m 

113 Rules and Regulations of Yarrabah. 
114 Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for 1906, QPP, 1907, vol.II, p.1276. 
115 Rules and Regulations of Yarrabah; Gribble, Forty Years, pp.76-77; E.R. Gribble, 

Journal, 19 December 1904, Gribble Papers, 3/10/8. 

116 Interview with Mrs M. Smith. 
117 J. Springhall, Youth, Empire and Society, London 1977, p.40. 
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Uniforms were an important means of asserting Gribble's authority and 
social control because they depersonalized individuals by submerging them 
in the corporate identity of the mission community. At Yarrabah, the 
Cadets, Church Lads Brigade, Ambulance Brigade, Band, Fire Brigade and 
boat crews each had a special uniform. The mission residents also had a 
uniform: sulus for the man and voluminous, high-necked shifts for the 
women. 118 

Tight controls were imposed to enforce Gribble's authority. Rolls were 
called each night in the dormitories; Gribble vetted in-going and out-going 
mail, confiscated all money, sanctioned proposed marriages and his written 
authority was needed to move about the reserve. 119 But the Aborigines did 
not passively acquiesce. Many sought escape. The exact number of 
absconders is unknown but the problem was substantial enough for Gribble 
to enlist the local police to enforce returns. Those who refused to obey 
Gribble's rules were punished. At Y arrabah, Gribble kept two straps, 
"Yellow Belly" and "Black Tom" which were used on children and adults 
alike. 120 Other punishments included head shaving, standing barefoot on the 
tin roof of the bakehouse all day, imprisonment and ostracism.121 Both 
Yarrabah and Forrest River had a gaol and Kobahra (Fitzroy Island) was 
used as a penal settlement for Yarrabah. Nor did Gribble shrink from using 
violence. He employed a stockwhip to enforce his rule and a number of 
Aborigines found their "back .. .in ribbons" after a beating from Gribble.122 

Gribble's authoritarianism pervaded even apparently democratic aspects 
of mission life. An Aboriginal Government and Court were established at 
Yarrabah123 but neither had any real power. Gribble exercised a veto over 
those nominated as Court officers and thereby ensured that his supporters 

118 Missionary Notes, 26 August 1901, p.7; 25 June 1907, p.48; Morning Post, 5 August 
1907, p.5; Western Australian Church News, January 1923, p.3. 

119 Rules and Regulations of Yarrabah. 

120 Interview with Mrs M. Smith. 
121 E.R. Gribble, Journal, 30 March 1909, Gribble Papers, 3/10/12; Minutes of the Yarrabah 

Government, Diocesan Archives, Townsville. 

122 Gribble, Forty Years, p.70; Interview with Mrs S. Foley. 
123 Gribble, Forty Years, p.163. 
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were elected. At meetings, the missionaries sat on the stage of the hall 
alongside the King, indicating their pre-eminence. Most of the laws enacted 
were suggested by missionaries and their "suggestions [were] almost 
invariably carried into effect; in fact, the missionary [was] something like 
the power behind the throne". 124 Nor did Menrnuny (John Barlow), Gribble's 
appointed "King of Y arrabah ", have any real authority. Richard Dyott, a 
visitor to Y arrabah, reported that "The king ... had no real power in the 
management of the mission, Mr G merely keeping him nominally at the 
head of affairs so as to use his influence for the good disciplining of the 
local tribe" .125 

Gribble's paternalistic authority was all pervasive; such extensive power 
and control would have been impossible in white society. Gribble relished 
authority and the attraction of total power was undoubtedly a crucial factor 
in sustaining the initially reluctant missionary throughout his career. 

Gribble's missionary style reflected his attitude to Aborigines and was 
typical of many nineteenth century missionaries in Australia. 126 

Humanitarianism was integral. Gribble accepted the "doomed race" theory 
and considered it a moral obligation and "duty to soothe the pillow of a 
dying race". 127 At the same time, he believed that missions could preserve 
the Aborigines "from utter extinction"128 and therefore Aborigines had "first 
claim upon the Church from a Missionary point ofview".129 

Yet Gribble's humanitarian motives were premised on the era's 
ethnocentrism: it was the responsibility of the white superior race to save 
and up-lift the Aborigines from their primitive condition. Intrinsic to this 
belief was a contempt for Aboriginal culture. Gribble felt that Aborigines 

124 E.C. Rowland, Tropics for Christ, Melbourne 1960, p.97. 
125 Dyott, Travels in Australasia, pp.137-8. My emphasis. 
126 See N.A. Loos, Aboriginal-European Relations in North Queensland 1861-1897, PhD, 

James Cook University of North Queensland 1976; K.E. Evans, Missionary Effort 
towards the Cape York Aborigines 1886-1910, BA(Hons), University of Queensland 
1969. 

127 Gribble, Forty Years, pp.119-120. 

128 Ibid 
129 Northern Churchman, l March 1931, p.2. 
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were a "degraded and depraved race"; 130 he described the Forrest River 
tribes as "very lazy, very dirty and very degraded in their habits and 
customs" .131 He attacked marriage customs, death rites and initiation 
ceremonies in both practice and print. 132 Dismissing Aboriginal culture as 
superstition, he considered it an achievement to announce "that there is so 
such thing as superstition amongst our Y arrabah folk today". 133 Lack of 
understanding prevented him from appreciating the richness of Aboriginal 
cultural life. He even condemned the didgeridoo whose sound he found 
"monotonous ... awful [and] most objectionable" .134 

Contempt for Aboriginal culture was accompanied by implicit belief in 
the intellectual inferiority of Aborigines. At the tum of the century, Gribble 
was more enlightened than many contemporaries, arguing that the 
Aborigines "possessed ... a degree of intelligence by no means low"; 135 but 
he was essentially ethnocentric and believed that the Aborigines could only 
reach a ''fairly high stage of development" provided they were outside 
traditional life in a more "suitable environment" .136 Occasionally, he was 
more blatant. In the Aboriginal News, he explained that he was writing for 
people ofYarrabah "hence I must be a$ simple as possible".137 Though he 
campaigned for Aboriginal education, he never considered Aborigines the 
intellectual equals of whites. The James Noble Fund was not established 
because Gribble considered Aborigines entitled to the same opportunities 
and rights as white children or to provide the skills for success in a wider 
society. Rather it was "to train Aboriginal boys and girls with a view to 
fitting them for positions on Aboriginal missions and settlements". 138 The 

130 Gribble, Problem of the Australian Aborigines, p.121. 
131 A.B.M Review, 15 July 1919, p.47. 
132 Gribble, Problem, pp.29, 47-49; Missionary Notes, 18 December 1896, p.107. 
133 Gribble, Problem, p.89. 
134 Ibid., p.53. 
135 Ibid., p.115. 
136 Gribble, Forty Years, p.115. My emphasis. 
137 Aboriginal News, 15 March 1908. 
138 E.R. Gribble to the Director ofNative Affairs, 4 November 1945, Gribble Papers, 8/11/6. 
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intended role of the Fund's recipients was "to help in the 'up-lift' of the 
'Remnant that is left"'. 139 He was often surprised when Aborigines 
conformed to European standards of acceptable behaviour because they 
were "only Australian Aborigines" .140 

Gribble believed that supplanting Aboriginal values with European 
culture was inseparable from the Christianising process and the success of 
a mission. He sought to disrupt the Aborigines' social structures, 
undennining the status of elders by ridicule and insult141 and preventing the 
transmission of culture by isolating children in dormitories. Men who took 
their promised brides from the mission were hunted down and the girls 
returned by force. Gribble insisted that polygamous men discard all but one 
wife before joining his missions. 142 Any mission Aborigine who sought to 
maintain traditional cultural ties was forcefulJy opposed and punished. At 
Forrest River, Gribble warned the Aborigines "that he would drive back 
with a stockwhip any mission man who went outside the compound to the 
old men's camps" .143 He made no effort to learn language and insisted that 
mission residents speak English; "the learning of native languages and law 
was not his business". 144 

Gribble was open about his intention to "Europeanize the Natives" .145 

He argued that it was essential to gather the Aborigines on to missions, by 
force if necessary, and segregate them from white society. Once on the 
mission the "fundamental idea [was to provide] a permanent home ... [in 
which] everything necessary in a community has been established ... their 
own Court of Justice, cricket, football and rifle clubs". Only thus could the 

139 Northern Churchman, June 1944, p.15. 
140 Gribble, Forty Years, p.101. 
141 Ibid., pp.87-88. 
142 E.R. Gribble, Journal, 19 January 1904, Gribble Papers, 3/10/3. Gribble, Forty Years, 
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Aborigines "be taught to conduct themselves better and attain to a higher 
state of life" .146 

Common at the tum of the century, this outlook was becoming 
anachronistic by the end of the 1920s. Dr A.P. Elkin visited Forrest River 
Mission in 1928 and reported on Gribble's administration to the Chairman 
of the ABM and A.O. Neville, the Western Australian Chief Protector of 
Aborigines. Elkin fiercely attacked the policy of Europeanisation and the 
isolation of children from tribal culture: 

this giving up of children means a lot to the blacks. They are very fond of 
them and they know that once the child is in the mission, he or she will not 
be allowed out again except for a few hours on a holiday under the 
supervision of a missionary, that later on the child will be married contrary 
to the tribal laws and promises made by parents and that finally the child 
becomes a complete outsider to all tribal culture. 147 

He condemned Gribble's deliberate attempts to undermine the transmission 
of culture and criticised the mission staffs ignorance of Aboriginal 
language and customs: 

I am sorry to say that no member of the white staff had a knowledge of 
more than a few odd words of the language and no real knowledge of the 
customs. 148 

Elkin reported that there was "rather too much repression and ... a little 
terrorising in the attitude [of] the missionaries towards the inmates". For 
instance, couples were married soon after puberty but barely knew each 
other before the ceremony. Because such marriages often violated tribal 
laws, married women were confined to the girls' compound during the day 
and were barred from picnics for fear that they would run off with their 
promised tribal husbands. 149 It was not surprising, Elkin explained, that 
Forrest River Mission became known as "Gribble's stud farm". 150 

146 Gribble, Forty Years, p.122. 
147 Elkin, Report on Forrest River Mission 1928. 
148 Ibid. 
149 Ibid. 
150 AP. Elkin to Sally Elkin, 13 May 1928, Elkin Papers, Box 216, 5/2, Item 1. 
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Canon Needham visited Forrest River Mission and confirmed Elkin's 
criticisms; Gribble was told to reform his administration immediately. 151 

The Chief Protector, A.O. Neville was also critical. He insisted on "The 
observance of native culture and tribal practices" and condemned "the evil 
[practice] of ... separating children from their parents". 152 

Elkin's criticisms, and the support they received, were symptomatic of 
broader changes in white attitudes to Aboriginal culture and missionary 
methodology. An increased awareness of the richness of Aboriginal culture, 
led by anthropologists largely under the tutelage and guidance of Elkin, 
slowly stimulated a more tolerant and sympathetic approach to missionary 
work. Although assimilation did not become government -policy until the 
1950s, from the second decade of the twentieth century there was increasing 
pressure, inside and outside the Church, for assimilation rather than 
segregation. Gribble's attitudes and methods remained locked in the 
nineteenth century and conceit made him reluctant to change; until his death 
he remained a staunch advocate of segregation and an outspoken opponent 
of assimilation. 153 

Although criticism can be levelled at Gribble, it is important not to lose 
sight of the positive results of his work. His missions provided a refuge for 
Aboriginal groups from the onslaught and expansion of white settlement. 
At Y arrabah, many Aborigines acquired the skills and a rudimentary 
education that enabled them to survive in an environment inextricably 
changed by the white invasion. In Western Australia, Gribble courageously 
defended the Aborigines, despite widespread white opposition and even 
threats on his life. 154 In 1926, he publicly campaigned for an investigation 
into a massacre of Aborigines by police; his persistence forced a Royal 

151 Report by Canon Needham, ABM Board Minutes, 22-23 August 1928, Series M4, Box 
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154 Elkin, Report on Forrest River Mission 1928. 
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Commission which proved his charges and led to the trial of two policemen. 
At the Wyndham Magistrates' Court, accused Aborigines found a defence 
advocate in Gribble. At Palm Island, the James Noble Fund gave Anglican 
Aboriginal children the opportunity for secondary education at a time when 
schooling on Aboriginal settlements stopped at Grade 5. Gribble also spoke 
out against abuses in the administration of Palm Island particularly 
gambling, immorality and the placement of Aboriginal girls in domestic 
service. 155 He did not shirk from writing directly to the Chief Protector and 
the Association for the Protection of Native Races to make similar 
complaints. 156 On one occasion, Gribble's concern for the Aborigines even 
led to a reprimand from the Chief Protector for smuggling letters from 
Aborigines wanting to leave Palm Island. 157 

Under Gribble's tutelage the beginnings of an indigenous Anglican 
church emerged. Aborigines Gribble worked with were amongst the first 
licensed black lay-readers and representatives to an Anglican Synod. In 
1925, James Noble became Australia's first Aboriginal Anglican deacon; 
Allen Polgen, who was sponsored by the James Noble Fund, became an 
officer in the Church Army. They began an Aboriginal ministry that leads 
directly to the Y arrabah-born Right Rev. Arthur Malcolm, Australia's first 
Aboriginal Anglican Bishop. 

Underlying Gribble's ethnocentrism and personal weaknesses was a 
powerful humanitarian devotion to the Aborigines. It is for this reason that 
so many Aborigines regard Gribble with respect. An eye-witness account 
of Gribble's last days stands as testimony to their affection: 

The few days before the end was the most amazing I have ever witnessed. 
I think everyone in Y arrabah came to see him and knelt by his bed as if it 
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unpublished typescript, Gribble Papers, 10716/2; Northern Churchman, July 1935, p.15. 
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Chief Protector of Aborigines, 9 February 1935, Department of the Chief Protector of 
Aborigines to E.R. Gribble, 17 April 1935, Gribble Papers, 8111/9; E.R. Gribble to Rev. 
Morley, Association for the Protection of Native Races, 2 December 1932; 16 March 
1933; 20 March 1933, Gribble Papers, 8/12/3. 

157 Chief Protector of Aborigines to E.R. Gribble, 19 August 1937, Gribble Papers, 8/11/9. 



24. Rev. Gribble with a newly wed couple at Forrest River Mission 



25. Rev. Gribble at the Rectory of St George's Mission Palm Island 
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was an altar. At one time about 50 young boys and youths passed through 
his room noiselessly bowed to him or kissed him softly & whispered 
"Good-night" or "God bless you Dadda Gribble". There couldn't have been 
more reverence if it had been a church. Indeed it reminded me of the 
passing of the late King George VI in England & his subjects coming to 
pay homage. 158 
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During his remarkably long career, Gribble's public image was that of 
a successful missionary even though many of those successes were illusory 
or misrepresented and his methods and attitudes becoming increasingly 
dated. At a personal level, Ernest Gribble was not a likeable man. He was 
authoritarian, ethnocentric, difficult to work with and egotistical. He was 
sustained in his career by a complex amalgam of duty to his father, the 
appeal of power, paternalistic humanitarianism and faith in his own 
abilities. At the same time, he suffered from periodic episodes of mental 
turmoil: the continuation of a deeper self-doubt that began with his reluctant 
entry into missionary work. The dichotomy between his public persona and 
his personal qualities makes Gribble an intriguing and controversial 
character. Recognising his flaws should not diminish his achievements but 
Gribble's public image as a successful missionary is naive. The real Ernest 
Gribble was a far more complex man. Paradoxically, his complicated nature 
parallels much of the history of the ABM's missions to the Australian 
Aborigines. 

158 Sally Wilcot to Mrs E.R. Gribble, 21 October 1957, copy in the possession of this 
author. 
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Appreciation 

Emeritus Professor Brian Dalton's untimely death in September of this 
year has deprived the publishing world of one of its most able minds. Few 
people can have had such an intimate knowledge of the North as Brian 
Dalton possessed. In particular, he was concerned that the everyday 
experiences of ordinary people, especially of women and children, which 
make little impact upon orthodox historical sources, should have a place in 
the series Records of North Queensland History, which includes titles such 
as MacKeith's Letters from Laura, Menghetti's I Remember: Memories of 
Charters Towers, and Smith and Dalton's The Bowly Papers. One of his 
own personal favourites was Illingsworth's A Christmas Cardin April for 
the empathy it evokes for the spartan conditions of almost unimaginable 
hardship endured by the women of Cape York Peninsula and by its shrewd 
and resourceful bushmen. He was concerned that the series should throw 
light on the living conditions, values, and attitudes and hopes and fears of 
a wide spectrum of the people who made the North as we of today know it. 

He was also responsible for the establishment, in 1980, of the North 
Queensland Oral History Project, the purpose of which was to record the 
life histories of North Queenslanders then in their eighties or nineties, and 
which, now consisting of nearly two thousand audio tapes, comprises an 
invaluable resource of North Queensland social history for writers and 
researchers. He was gravely concerned that history has been discontinued 
as part of the school curriculum and felt challenged to present historical 
material in a way that would enable the people of North Queensland to take 
delight in their own story. 

Students who worked with Professor Dalton felt themselves nourished 
and enriched not only by the breadth of his experience and knowledge, his 
qualities of intellect, his exemplary thoroughness but also by his 
unimpeachable integrity and character. He had in all things, a mind 
conscious of the right. Those with whom he worked felt re-energized by his 
kindly good humour, perceptive criticism and guidance, sometimes of a 
profound nature, sometimes merely a light "You use too many adjectives!" 
Always they knew that he was supportive of their aims and aspirations and, 
inspired by his example, felt themselves encouraged to strive for standards 
of academic excellence. "Success nourished them; they seemed to be, thus 
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there were able". It was Brian Dalton's gift to enable those with whom he 
worked to fulfil their true potential. 

Great universities are known by the calibre of those who teach in them. 
For twenty-nine years James Cook University of North Queensland has had 
the dedicated service of Brian Dalton. He has made a significant 
contribution to the history of our region. He will be grievously missed by 
all who knew him, but his spirit will live on as an inspiration through the 
years to come. 

Marion Houldsworth 






