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To the memory of my parents,
without whose loving
and cheerful common sense
our childhood at Alice Springs at the
turn of the century
would not have been so happy.

DORIS BRADSHAW BLACKWELL



AUTHOR’S NOTE
e

- These pages from the past would not have been possible if
I had had to depend entirely on my own memory.

More than sixty years have passed since [ was taken to
Alice Springs in a horsedrawn buggy and so have many of my
contemporaries.

Having been persuaded to leave a record of life on the old
telegraph stations in Central Australia, I must acknowledge
my gratitude to friends who have willingly hunted through
papers and letters and their own memories.

I am especially indebted to Mr L. B. Spicer, who joined the
telegraph station staff at Alice Springs in 1905, and stayed on
there and at Barrow Creek for several years after we left.

He responded generously to many an S 0 S by calling on
his own superior memory to help fill blank spaces in mine. He
also gave me access to letters written to his sister, which she
wisely preserved.

Doris Bradshaw Blackwell

Kingswood, S.A.

1965
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Chapter One
i

TO ALICE WITH EASE

SOMETHING VERY MYSTERIOUS INDEED WAS
going on in our home. For days there had been intriguing
scraps of conversation in muttered undertones. Confidential
talks between my mother and father had become much
more frequent than usual. Even to an eight-year-old girl
who could not yet claim to be blessed by woman’s intuition
there was nevertheless an unmistakable atmosphere of
Something Doing.

But what? What could it be that my parents were so careful
to keep from me? What could possibly have come into their
lives that I shouldn’t know about? A new baby? A death in the
family? No, I felt it was neither of these.

How infuriating it was, and how frustrating to be told
constantly, “Now run along, Doris, there’s a good girl” And
then doors would be shut to me and voices lowered and |
couldn’t get a clue of any kind as to what might be Up.

I was then of an inquiring and curious nature. To me,
puzzles were for unravelling and mysteries for solving. Now
here was one in the heart of my own home and [ couldn’t work
it out. To a young girl who dearly loved to be “in” on things, to
be privy to all the family gossip, this deliberate exclusion was
annoying in the extreme. My school studies suffered and I lay
awake at night searching for the explanation, the revelation




that would not come. I fretted until I dropped unhappily
asleep, only to resume the quest from the moment I wakened.
But there was never a single tangible clue on which I could
put my finger and never an unguarded word from my parents
which might have betrayed them.

Then in due time I was told all about it and wondered why
I had been expecting calamity when in fact it was merely a
bombshell,

We were going to Alice Springs!

In these days of comfortable trains and jet air travel a visit
to Central Australia might not seem remarkable. The train trip
in air-conditioned sleeping carriages is completed in two days.
By flying, it is possible to be in Alice Springs just three hours
after leaving Adelaide. Things were very different for me and
my family, for when I was eight we were still in the nineteenth
century. To be sure, the year was 1899, but [ have always taken
smug satisfaction in announcing it. It sounds so much more
impressive than 1900, the beginning of the century of the
horseless carriage, the radio, aeroplanes, earth satellites, and
other miracles we had never imagined.

The news of our impending departure came at a time when
the Adelaide streets had horse-drawn trams and the narrow-
gauge railway to the north terminated at Oodnadatta, 688 miles
away—but still more than 300 miles short of our destination.
[ was pleasantly excited at the prospect of having to drive in a
buggy over this last long distance, especiaily when 1 realized
that for more than a week we would camp each night beside
our sandy track.

Within a few days, however, anticipation gave place to
trepidation.

When I told my friends at the Church school in Halifax
Street of the great adventure ahead of me I was bursting with
importance. That bubble was soon pricked because none of
them had ever heard of Alice Springs. It had been in existence
for only thirty years and, of course, hadn't yet been blessed
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with a dot and a name on the maps in our geography books. I
suffered a certain loss of face to be leaving the State’s beautiful
and growing capital city for a place that didn't yet exist—if the
cartographers were to be believed.

“Go on, show us Alice Springs on the map!” My friends
wanted proof.

I was upset and disappointed yet put on the defensive by
this, to me, churlish attitude.

“I can’t show it to you on the map because it’s too new;’ |
said. “It’s really just been discovered. These maps they're old...
they wouldn't even know about Alice Springs.’

“But how do you know it’s there?”

“I know...well, because [ just know, that’s all.”

This illogicality was no proof at all and the torments con-
tinued to the point at which I might have burst into tears.
Fortunately, I had an inspiration instead.

“I know it’s there because my father is going to send all
the telegrams and cables to Adelaide from Darwin, and even
from London. We're going to live in a big house and we'll have
horses to ride, and there’ll be lots of kangaroos ..."

“And wild blackfellows” one boy said.

My eyes must have flickered with fright, for he seized the
advantage with the sadistic glee of young boys everywhere.

“Yes, 1've heard of people going up there and I'm sorry for
them,” he said. “You never hear of them again’

“Why?” It was a question I shouldn’t have asked if I wanted
to sleep at night, but I had to know the answer.

“They get eaten by the blacks, that’s why,” he said.

I saw the huge satisfaction spread over his face at what was
obviously wide-eyed fear in mine, and then he turned the knife.

“Sometimes they find the bones. Sometimes they don’t.
People have even been known to escape the blacks, but those
that do are always eaten by wild animals,”

He let me absorb this horrifying information for a short
while and then asked: “Have you ever heard of anyone




returning from Alice Springs? Do you know of anyone who
has been there and come back?” There was an awful finality
about the emphasis on his last two words.

I had to admit that [ knew of nobody who had been to Alice
Springs and returned to Adelaide. Before I could tell him that
was because I didn't know anyone who had even been there,
he said: “That’s why. They all get eaten.” And for the rest of the
day, until I could get home to my mother and be reassured, he
left me to the torment of my thoughts.

My father was Thomas Andrew Bradshaw, then aged forty.
He had been born in England and migrated with his parents
to the Portland district in Victoria when he was still a child.
In his youth he joined the ‘Telegraph Office in Portland. In
1878, aged nineteen, he went to Adelaide and took a position
with the Telegraph Department at the General Post Office. He
became an expert telegraphist, a man who read Morse code
with his ears and “spoke” it with his fingers as though it were
his mother-tongue.

The horse-drawn trams did not run after dark, probably
because the horses were not fitted with headlights, so my
father had to walk to work each night from our home in Halifax
Street. We were quite close to the city and he didn't seem to
mind; indeed, except on cold winter nights, I imagine that he
welcomed the opportunity for exercise that was otherwise
denied him by the demands of his sedentary occupation,

We must have moved to the smail villa-fronted stone house
in Halifax Street, identical with several others, when I was
three or four years old. My brother, Mort, was then a baby.
My sister Consie and my younger brother Jack were both born
there, Consie in 1896 and Jack in 1897.

My recollections of that period are dim, especially as my life
was soon so completely transformed that stronger memories
have pushed them into the background. But I do remember
the broad acres of natural parklands surrounding the inner city
and separating it from the infant suburbs. I remember being
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taken there to romp in a rural setting that might have been
many miles away in the bush, an impression heightened by
the fact that in those days we were free of the noise of internal
combustion engines, the imperious honking of horns, and the
clangorous cacophony of a modern city.

Today our street lights are flashed on when an invisible
man presses a switch in some unfamiliar power station, But
the lamp-lighter who came down Halifax Street at dusk every
evening was a friend of ours. We envied him. He rode a bicycle
and we always greeted each other. He carried a long stick with
a hook on the end with which he pulled a chain perhaps fifteen
feet above the pavement—and, lo, there was light. We knew
that our gas-lamps were his personal responsibility and we
trusted him. But who is responsible now for such important
matters, and whom do we trust? A man, no doubt, who does
it all by remote control; who sits behind a desk by a master
panel and makes hundreds of lights come on at once. Does
he know they are on? Can he see them? Has he ever seen any
of them alight? I wonder does he know that his job was once
done by artisans who stopped beneath each pole to make sure
the lamp was burning before moving on to the next...ensuring
that Thomas Bradshaw, as he walked home after a night filled
with the dots and dashes of Morse code, wouldn't trip on the
cobbles and kerbs of Halifax Street.

We had a few simple diversions. I'm afraid that one of these
was at the expense of a Chinese merchant who frequently came
shuffling down our street with two square boxes suspended
from a shoulder yoke. He always had a crowd of children
running after him, Unlike the Bradshaws, who endeavoured
to look sweet and innocent, many of them had apparently
not heard the legend that he would chase and do something
dreadful to anyone who shouted, as they often did: “Ching
Chong Chinaman, all so velly nice” Inside the boxes were
shelves filled with drapery and haberdashery which he opened
for the housewives to consider and buy. I will always remember
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how those heavy boxes creaked and swayed when he lifted
them on his yoke and resumed jog-trotting along the street,
frequently without making a sale. I felt deeply sorry for him.

St John's Church of England, our parish church, was quite
near our home. It was fashionable for weddings and we spent
many happy hours there waiting for brides to emerge and be
pelted with rice we begged from our mothers. Confetti was
unknown, Qur substitute for empty cans tied behind today’s
bridal limousines were old shoes tied to a horse-drawn carriage.

Because we lived so close to a church we also saw more
than our share of funerals, with everything so black and
sombre: black hearses drawn by black horses with black
plumes nodding from their black manes; undertakers, black
clad, with black crepe streamers flying from their black silk
hats; widows in black weeds, with black-pleated Mary Tudor
caps and black streamers, and even handkerchiefs edged in
black. It was not to be long before I discovered that black
people—the aborigines we were soon to see—used white for
their mourning.

The ice-cream man came down our street. What a treat
today’s children miss in not having him as we did. They buy
their chocolate-coated sticks, their double-headers, their
neapolitans, and a dozen flavours from the antiseptic deep-
freeze at the corner shop. But our man came in a cart with
bells tinkling from a pony’s mane. His ice-cream wasn't made
in aluminium vats, but in a wooden churn packed with ice
and salt which he wound himself until he had a confection
fit for the angels. And all for one penny! There was an organ
grinder with a red-capped monkey which collected pennies;
a bottle-and-rag man, and another who drove slowly around
the streets warbling in a sweet tenor that we might buy from
him “garden ‘oney”

Penny-farthing bicycles were occasionally ridden down
our street, but when family friends, Mr and Mrs Butler, rode
to our place from Norwood on conventional bicycles the sight
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was so unusual that residents ran to their front fences to get a
better view.

Street musicians were everywhere, Later, at Alice Springs,
my mother often sighed for the sound of Italians playing
harps and violins on Glenelg jetty. She had to be satisfied with
primitive songmen chanting corroboree lays to the clang of
beating sticks! She also sighed for our neighbours, the seven
members of the well-known Pank family of Adelaide, whose
father taught each of them a musical instrument. Crowds
gathered in the street outside their home while they rehearsed
for concerts attended by people who arrived by horse-trams,
in hansom cabs, gigs, and fourwheelers.

This, then, was the Adelaide I remembered and was to
recall nostalgically almost daily during the next nine years in
what might well have been a foreign land, Central Australia.
Specifically, I was to miss the natural beauty of the parklands
s0 nobly planned by Colonel Light as the city’s lungs—its
breathing place. In Alice Springs, to give it its due, there was
never to be any lack of a place to breathe. On the contrary, the
commodities we had most of were fresh air and open space.
Yet the difference was marked, and remains so. Adelaide,
surrounded by hills, is soft and verdant. Alice Springs, also
surrounded by hills, is harsh and red.

The change came quickly and dramatically, as though an
English family from the Sussex Downs or the dales of Dorset
had suddenly found themselves transplanted in Saudi Arabia
or North Africa. We left temperate greens for desert brown,
grey cloud for blue sky, and came upon sand hills and spinifex
and human beings whose skin was no longer uniformly
white but most frequently black. Qur trains, when we left
the terminus at Oodnadatta, ceased to be iron horses and
became lumbering camels—immense humped beasts whose
padded feet carried them easily through the dunes and across
the gibbers even though their backs were laden with quarter-
ton loads.
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There were times during the long hot summers when [
dreamt of the sea, of ice-cream carts, of couch-grass lawns,
and of tall eucalypts in the Mount Lofty Ranges. Along the
banks of the Todd and the Charles rivers, hemmed in by the
MacDonnell Ranges, there were ghostly gums that shone in
the moonlight with a brilliance [ had never seen. Yet the smell
of drought was on this land. The dusty mulga, stunted and
yellow, seemed perpetually thirsty, Other vast differences
between our lives in these two places often occurred to me.
But it is still true that when I left there, a woman of seventeen
hankering for companionship and brighter lights, I did so as
one who leaves an ancestral home. The tug at my heart, as we
saw the last of the great Australian nothingness, was such that
1 knew I must never go back unless I was to be trapped for ever.
The people who live in Alice Springs now will have difficulty
in recognizing the place I describe, yet its enchantment then
must have equalled that which draws tourists in thousands
towards it today.

For some vears my father had been in charge of the night
staff at the Central Telegraph Office.

I have a fleeting memory of three rows of men in a large
upstairs room in King William Street, each of them bent over
keys or receivers, while an incomprehensible stutter of dah-
dits filled the air and was somehow interpreted into English
words and phrases by the skilled operators. How they could
concentrate on the code coming from one machine while
others near by were clattering just as noisily was always
a mystery to me. I suppose that like people in crowded
rooms they were able to tune in on the single conversation
that interested them. In any case, they seldom hurried or
appeared to be confused, but monitored their machines and
hand-wrote hundreds of telegrams and cables which flowed
through the office every day. None of them ever gave the
slightest indication that they were affected by the endless
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accounts of joy and misery, of births and deaths, contained in
their daily ration of private news.

Their work was onerous and continuous and demanded
diligence of the most devoted kind. In those days every
overseas cable message and every newspaper story from the
other side of the world was transmitted from Darwin along
the Overland Telegraph to Adelaide—one letter at a time in
Morse code, Perhaps it isn't surprising, therefore, that three
rows of operators working day and night were required to
handle the traffic.

This, plus the strain of night duty and the added worry
of supervising a staff, eventually began to affect my father’s
health. Finally he was prevailed upon to consult a doctor, who
suggested a long sea trip. Although this was one of the basic
prescriptions of the era, almost a stock-in-trade for the frock-
coated doctors, it was scarcely soothing and practical advice
to a civil servant, with a young family, who earned only five
pounds a week.

Nevertheless, it must have been fortuitously apt, though
ships of the desert and seas of spinifex were more likely than
ocean travel in the future life of Thomas Bradshaw. As it
happened, the position of officer-in-charge of the Alice Springs
telegraph office was about to become vacant. Mr F, ]. Gillen,
whose name is perpetuated in mountains and books, was
leaving the Centre after many years of faithful service. It must
have impressed my father as an adequately remote place and
quiet enough to soothe anyone’s frayed nerves, for he applied
for and was appointed to the position. Later | wondered if he
realized that all Press and commercial cables would still pass
through his hands in the Alice Springs repeater station,

Having been selected after weeks of delay, my father was
required to go at once to take up his new position, leaving my
mother to finalize their affairs, to engage a governess for the
four young children, and to follow unescorted when that was
possible. On a hot morning in March 1899, we said goodbye
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to him at Adelaide station, He was a short, stocky man with
dark hair and brown eyes, a moustache, and a developing
corpulence that the Aranda tribesmen dignified with the
name “Adnutta.

At that time Alice Springs was literally in the back of
beyond. To most Australians it remains there today, although
quick travel is available for those who want it. As we waved
goodbye [ had little conception of the physical effort involved in
reaching the centre of the continent at the turn of the century,
but within two months I was to learn that the train which took
my father to Oodnadatta, and was soon to take us, was named
“The ‘Ghan” because of its close association with Afghan
camel teamsters who bridged the 300-mile gap between the
terminus and Alice Springs. Camels! My goodness, I thought,
perhaps there really were wild animals roaming in the desert.

My mother found rooms at Glenelg where we stayed until
a cold dark morning in May when we caught the six-thirty
suburban train to Adelaide for a rendezvous with adventure.
It has often occurred to me since that for her this must have
been a rather terrifying experience. She had the responsibility
of four children under the age of eight. She was going into a
country she had never seen and didn’t understand. She knew
with certainty that after several days in an uncomfortable train
there would be a fortnight of desert travel by buggy. Her young
brood would have to sleep with her beside the track with any
amount of unknown but well imagined dangers—snakes,
for instance—to disturb her sleep. She would know that at
the end of the trip, a thousand miles from its beginning, the
nearest doctor would then be at Qodnadatta or Marree, from
three to five hundred miles away. There would be no hospital
or nurse to ease the suffering of her children or the torment
of her own mind if they became ill. I wonder did she realize
that when serious accidents happened, as they sometimes did,
my father would be required to act as locum tenens for an
Adelaide doctor sitting in the Central Telegraph Office. He
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would tap out his Morse code message describing symptoms
or explaining injuries. This would be translated to the doctor
by the Adelaide operator, who would then send instructions
back to Alice Springs. In that way, as | will later explain, he
treated everything from blood poisoning to a broken hip, from
sunstroke to malaria. I wasn't surprised to find among his
effects a carefully preserved book in which were written the
symptoms and treatment for dozens of diseases and illnesses
likely to afflict us. But what kind of comfort was that for a
young mother?

Only my mother’s youth fitted her for such an adventure,
She was thirty-three, as plump as mothers of four children
should be, and with beautiful brown hair she had allowed to
grow. She was courageous and practical, an able seamstress
and a good cook. But beyond that she had no training which
might help her overcome the difficulties she was about to
face. On the contrary, her preparation for the desert consisted
largely of a life on or by the sea. In fact, she was born there—
on the liner Atalanta off the Cape of Good Hope on the way
to Australia. To celebrate it, she was christened Atalanta Hope
Allchurch.

In retrospect, it seems barely credible that a young mother
should have been asked to go into the desert in these circum-
stances, without a minimum of medical training. Only two
other white women lived in Alice Springs at that time; apart
from them the nearest were at Hermannsburg Lutheran
mission station, eighty miles and a two-day drive to the west.
Yet my mother not only went to the Centre; for a time, at
least, she seems to have enjoyed the experience, and there was
seldom an emergency she couldn’t cope with.

We were joined on the station platform on that first morn-
ing by Miss Bertha Easom, a slight fair girl in her early twenties
whom Mother had engaged as a governess. She was of a
bright disposition and not only eager to face the wilderness,
barren as it might be of eligible young men, but apparently
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quite undismayed at the prospect of having four mischievous
children in her charge. She wasthe first of a series of governesses
who were my only teachers until I left Alice Springs at the age
of seventeen. I would like to say here that I have always been
grateful for their love, their skill, and their devotion to what
I can imagine only as a thankless task. They must truly have
been touched with the spirit of service, for I can think of no
other reason why they should want to bury themselves in the
dormant heartland away from their families and, presumably,
any chance they might have of marrying. Nor could any of
them have been attracted by the salary. My father’s stipend
was barely enough to support us, so that our teachers could
never have got more than a few shillings a week.

These things may have worried my mother or Miss Easom,
but they certainly did not worry me or my brothers and
sister. To us, it was all simply a wonderful adventure. The
train ride from Glenelg to the city had always enchanted us,
but this time we would be in our carriages for three whole
days, The aridity of coal dust, the hissing steam, the clang
of bells, the cries of porters and guards, the rattle of trolleys
with mountainous loads of mail and goods—these were all
a part of the journey and as thrilling to us then as the more
sophisticated preparations for travel today. What’s more, we
had greater leisure in which to enjoy it, and came to regard it
as an extended picnic. None of this modern business of being
confined in hermetically sealed air-conditioned carriages,
antiseptic and almost noiseless. Ah, no! We travelled in a train
in which the windows could be raised. We could lean out to
watch the sleepers speeding by beneath us and hear the clatter
of the wheels passing over the gaps in the rails. Nor were we
kept there at night, tucked tightly in narrow bunks while we
passed through country we couldn’t see. Our train had no
sleeping cars, so we stopped each night at a hotel—and the
train waited for us until after breakfast next day. 1 still think
that was a civilized way to do things.
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After reaching Terowie, about a hundred and fifty miles
north of Adelaide, we were put aboard the narrowgauge ‘Ghan
and remained in the same reserved carriage until Qodnadatta,
where we arrived three days later. The compartment had a
seat on either side for its entire length. This was a convenient
arrangement as we could leave some of our toys and books
and luggage there while we went to our hotel overnight—the
first at Quorn, the second at Hergott Springs (renamed Marree
during the first World War), and the third at Oodnadatta. Mrs
Henderson, a superintendent’s wife from up the track, and
her little girl shared the carriage with us, Mrs Henderson had
been born in Switzerland and spent the first part of her life
surrounded by the beauty of the Swiss Alps and lakes, After
we had left the Flinders Ranges behind and the country had
begun to stretch out across the gibbers and salt bush I noticed
she sighed frequently when she looked out of the window. At
the age of eight those sighs meant little to me, but now [ know
exactly how she felt.

Mrs Henderson had been in the north for some years and
was returning from a holiday in Adelaide. She had her own
ideas about the correct way to treat the aborigines and the
impropriety of certain forms of address. At one of our stops we
came upon our first large group of them. I remember running
back to the carriage with the news.

“Mother,” I said excitedly, “there are some black ladies
out there”

Mrs Henderson corrected me. “Natives, my dear. We don't
call them ladies,” she said.

Ladies or not, they were a great novelty to us and we seemed
to be equally so to them and their wide-eyed children. The
first of the early settlers were only then going to the Centre to
take up land and the aborigines were still regarded more or
less as savages, an attitude that has survived to this day with
some Europeans. We found them docile, friendly people who
were always glad to help us if they could. In the Petermann
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Ranges, however, and in other outlying areas they were still
hostile and dangerous, and explorers and land-seekers were
frequently attacked.

Jt was a friendly, obliging sort of train, with a camara-
derie between crew and passengers that would be almost
unthinkable today. The locomotive was the centre of attraction
for all the young boys (and some young girls, too), especially
after one or two had been given rides on the foot- plate by
the driver while he was shunting in and out of coaling depots.
Occasionally one lucky boy was allowed to pull the cord which
blew the whistle, an event he would talk about for days. They
were shown the inside of the roaring furnace, and watched
delightedly while the driver lifted the long handle which made
steamn enter the cylinders and drive the pistons that turned
the wheels.

Even to a girl, there seemed to be something about a steam
engine which is missing from the diesel and electric trains
we have today. A Puffing Billy was almost alive. It hissed
and snarled, grunted and whistled, and smoked like some
monstrous human being. We came to regard ours as a friend
almost as much as we did the driver and the firemen. These
men, in their blue overalls with big sweat rags of cotton waste,
were friends indeed. They made the trip a joy for us all. When
we wanted a cup of tea, for instance, we simply took a teapot
along to the driver at one of the frequent stopping places. He
pressed a button and, presto! we had a potful of boiling water.
Nor were they ever in a hurry; they didn’t mind stopping for
a yarn with passers-by, or waiting patiently for passengers
who wandered off. If some were more than usually slow
in returning to the train the driver would blow his whistle
peremptorily, but never did he threaten to leave anyone
behind. He knew none were travelling north for pleasure.
Occasionally it happened that the driver and fireman were to
blame for the delays. I remember one occasion when a lonely
boundary rider was waiting at a siding for the train when we
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arrived. He had apparently ridden in from an isolated out-
station because he was lonesome and “hungry for a yarn
After a prolonged conversation a shearer’s head popped out
of a window farther along the train from us and he demanded,
“Shake ‘er -up, Bill; we'll never get there tonight!” After a few
minutes, Bill “shook ‘er up,” and off we went.

On another occasion the train, travelling at about thirty
miles an hour, was hailed by a horseman. The brakes were
applied and we ground to a halt, apparently for no other
reason than that the rider, who had been out of touch with
civilization for many weeks, wanted to get the latest news.

Heputhishorse’shead beside the footplate and lay stretched
out along its mane while he and the driver swapped anec-
dotes...until the shearer’s head appeared again and he said,
“Eh, Bill, what d'ya reckon this is—Parliament or something?
We'll never get to Oodna.”

“What's your hurry?” Bill replied. “You'll wish you hadn't
hurried once you get there and see the joint”

“But, Bill, we gotta get to Oodna tonight,” the shearer
repeated illogically.

“Listen, mate,” Bill said, “we don't gotta do nothing of the
kind, This is a fortnightly service, ain’t it? Well, I've got a week
to get there and a week to get back, and at present we've got two
full days to play with. I don't care if we don’t get there till Ash
Wednesday...and [ wouldn't care if we didn't get there at all”

Nevertheless, Bill’s good nature got the better of him and
within quarter of an hour he blew the whistle and we were
off again.

“‘Bout time, too,” the shearer growled. “The rate this thing’s
going we'll never get to Qodna’’

We, too, were glad to be moving again. Bill the driver may
not have been in a hurry, but for us the novelty of the barren
countryside and the noise and discomfort of the train had long
ago ceased to be exciting. It was late each night before we got
to bed and we were up just as soon as Bill sounded reveille on
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the locomotive’s whistle, Moreover, we carried only enough
food for each day’s journey—bread, tinned meat, biscuits, and
fruit which we ate in the carriage as the train rolled along.
In 1899 the ‘Ghan was still many years from the day when
white-coated stewards would serve four-course meals in well-
appointed dining cars. And so it was without regret that we
saw Algebuckina, Mount Dutton, and finally Allandale sidings
disappear behind us as we wound around the gibbers on along
slow curve which took us down across the Neales and into the
Oodnadatta basin.
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THANKS FOR THE
BUGGY RIDE

OODNADATTA AT THE TURN OF THE CENTURY...
Desolation was everywhere, The south-east trade winds,
bitterly cold, flicked up dust and pebbles and made life
miserable. I discovered what Bill the driver had meant when
he told the shearer that his haste was unwarranted. A handful
of galvanized iron buildings represented the State’s most
northerly town—the biggest centre of habitation, indeed,
between Port Augusta and Port Darwin on the other side of
the continent.

It existed because it was the terminus of the railway and
supplied a few outlying cattle stations, notably Todrnorden,
Macumba, Dalhousie, and Bloods Creek. The desert
encroached on all sides, apparently limitless, the only street
extending into a vista of nothing that went on to the horizon.
The quaint low-roofed hotel, by city standards, was not more
than a “room on the route”; but in these surroundings it was
the hub of all social life and saw a prodigious amount of beer
drinking.

There was a small store, a major part of whose stock con-
sisted of saddlery for horses and camels. Yes, camels. I had
seen them grazing on the outskirts of the town, their grotesque
heads dwarfed by immense bodies, and I knew that they were
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used to carry the freight from our train over the remaining
three hundred miles of unmade track to Alice Springs. I saw
half a dozen houses, one occupied by an itinerant doctor.
When I think back now, I am surprised that the area had a
doctor at all; the population couldn’t have been more than one
hundred, most of them hardy bushmen who seldom fell ill and
wouldn’t go to a doctor if they did. A Doctor Shanahan, who
served Oodnadatta from farther south, had a buggy drawn by
small Timor ponies, and he drove to Alice Springs once during
our stay there, when typhoid fever broke out on the goldfield
at Winnecke.

| changed my city frock for a starched white pinafore to

look as appropriately dressed as possible for my father, who
had driven down from Alice Springs to meet us. Next morn-
ing he took us all for a walk around the town, to inspect the
shop, the private homes, which seemed naked without gar-
dens (for the town was short of water), and the herds of goats
wandering aimlessly around and subsisting on what they could
find. 1 have been told that goats will eat anything and can live
on the smell of an oily rag, but at Oodnadatta they apparently
kept themselves alive on gibbers and sand.

My clearest recollection of that morning walk is of a yard
surrounded by a high fence made of saplings with a central
post supporting a thatched roof. Chained to the post by their
wrists were six or seven natives, who sat on the ground with
their feet towards us. I have never forgotten the horror of
seeing human beings thus chained, but worse still was the
sight of their bleeding and swollen feet. They stared dumbly
at us, perhaps aware that there was nothing we could do to
alleviate their suffering. We were told that they had been
caught spearing cattle on one of the big station properties in
the Centre and were on their way to Port Augusta gaol to serve
long prison sentences. A police trooper with two aboriginal
trackers, all mounted, had brought the poor creatures from
Alice Springs. The prisoners, chained together by their wrists,
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and at night by their ankles as well, had walked every step of
more than three hundred miles to the railhead. In the years
that followed I saw many natives in chains, but ! was no less
revolted on subsequent occasions than I was at Oodnadatta
with this first glimpse of man’s bestiality to man, The chaining
of human beings, even to my young mind, seemed depraved
and sadistic. Yet it was so commonplace that I cannot recall
ever having seen aboriginal prisoners who were not in chains.
Once or twice I saw men who had walked so far in lawful
custody that they had no skin left on the soles of their feet.

I do not imagine that detention in Port Augusta gaol acted
as the slightest deterrent in stopping the spearing of cattle
unless that was achieved by the extreme cruelty of the forced,
marches. To primitive aborigines, life in gaol must have
represented the acme of comfort. They would be given regular
meals, shelter from the cold winds, and blankets to sleep in—
experiences which may even have produced a halo of romance
when they returned to their tribes and told the stories of what
they had seen and done,

This was early preparation for the crudity of life as I was
often to see it henceforth. The doleful sight in that Qodnadatta
?rard may have helped lessen my anguish in the future; at least
1t. prevented my lapsing into a state of shock and having to be
given smelling salts after some of the stories we heard. One
of these, related quite matter-of-factly by a policeman who
had been stationed north of Alice Springs, revealed that when
they were sent to catch and punish natives accused of spearing
cattle they used piccaninnies for target practice. I came very
close to fainting when that story was told.

Not all the men in Central Australia were cruel or even
unkind to the natives. There were a few shining exceptions.
But I was to know instances of such injustice and cruelty that
made me ashamed of my race,

My father had been in Oodnadatta for several days before
our arrival, chiefly to rest the horses for the return trip, heavily
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laden, through the fearful sandhills. He had already been
travelling for ten days, and would cover a total of more than
six hundred miles by buggy so that his family might have the
comfort of his presence during their first drive into the Never-
Never. As well as the telegraph station buggy, he brought a
buckboard; this was a lower vehicle, with a single seat near the
front and a long flat tray for luggage. He was accompanied by a
wonderful Englishman named George Hablett, a casual station
worker who stayed with the telegraph staff at Alice Springs
for thirty-three years and said when he left, “I wouldn't have
taken the job if I'd known it wasn't permanent” Also in the
party was Bob Crann, who later died of thirst in the desert.

My first view of the buggy and buckboard wasn't at all
reassuring. We had been for three days in a railway carriage
where we had plenty of room to move around. Now we were
to be eighteen days in an open buggy, running across gibbers
and sand and through creeks on iron-tyred wooden wheels.
We would have no protection from sun or rain and no room
at all to move; in any case, to have done so while the buggy
was in motion was prohibited by my father in case we fell off
in the rough going.

The buggy was designed to seat five people, but it carried
seven, Mother sat in the front seat with Jack, my eighteen-
month-old brother, and the driver. Miss Easom, Mort, Consie,
and I were on therear seat. Waterbags and frying pans, gridirons
and quartpots were hung underneath, clattering about like
a drum and steel band. Our trunks, bags and boxes of food,
swags, blankets, shovels, spare harness—and my father—were
carried on the buckboard. By the time thirty reserve horses
and two aboriginal helpers joined the convoy we must have
looked like a poor man’s edition of Wirth’s Circus.

Our buggy was drawn by five sturdy horses—they had to
be strong to be chosen for the task—and the buckboard by
four. There were also a number of packhorses, loaded with
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the men’s swags and the tent, which followed behind the
wheeled vehicles. They never tried to run away, Alice Springs
was their home country and they were keen to return there. I
hadn’t yet seen that part of the world, but I didn’t blame them
for so obviously wanting to leave the scant pastures around
Oodnadatta.

The teams were changed each day at noon; even so, the
journey was a gruelling test for the horses. No fodder was
ever carried; they were hobbled and turned loose at night to
find what feed they could, but that was always scarce around
the wells where we camped because so many others had
been there before them. Although hobbled, they sometimes
wandered almost half-way back to our last camp during the
night, giving the aborigines many extra miles to cover to
round them up and make a start possible next morning, The
wells were spaced about thirty miles apart, a fair day’s journey
in the heavy going. Horses taken on the track were given a
long spell beforehand, and only those in the best condition
were chosen. Nevertheless, some nearly always “knocked up”
and had to be abandoned. All looked wretched at the end of
the journey, especially in the poor seasons.

To an eight-year-old girl these were matters of small
importance, if they were considered at all. This was by far the
greatest adventure of my young life and T was determined to
enjoy every phase of it. If my own daughter, when she was
eight, had been required to drive from Qodnadatta to Alice
Springs in a buggy I'd have been extremely concerned. I had
no such concern for myself. I was with my parents and several
practical men who understood the desert and its whims—or
so I believed. In any case, I felt secure enough on my seat,
and looked forward to the novelty of sleeping on the ground
through the nights to come.

“Giddap! Gee orff! Mave on there, Toby! Come on now,
come on, come on!”

27




At last we were all aboard for the buggy ride; the drivers
had taken up their reins and begun flicking them, pulling on
the bits of the leaders to bring them to an awareness of the
task ahead; and the verbal orders began—to continue almost
incessantly until we reached Alice Springs. This was one of
the charms of early travel: the communication between the
driver and his horsepower which disappeared with the advent
of internal combustion engines.

The buggies began to roll, slowly at first, until the teams
settled down and they could be encouraged or goaded into
a trot when the track permitted it. We bounced over gibbers
and other protrusions; the harness creaked and flapped and
the buggies rattled; collars and harries bounced on the necks
of the sturdy beasts; soon they became warm and thereafter
we had the smell of sweating horses constantly in our nostrils,
a harsh animal smell that I've remembered all my life.

I looked back and saw Oodnadatta dancing in a mirage—
white painted buildings seemingly suspended above the
ground where the haze separated them from it. Next time 1
looked it was gone, and so was Oodnadatta, and I wasn't sorry.
Surrounding us now for as far as one could see there was
absolutely nothing that was man-made. The flat floor of an
ugly desert stretched out on all sides until it disappeared where
the earth met the cloudless sky. I had a Christian upbringing
and have believed all my life in a Creator; yet, to say the least
of it, the Oodnadatta country impressed me as being among
the less lovely works of the Supreme Architect.

I imagined that because the country had grown progres-
sively poorer as we got farther north, it would become poorer
still as we travelled. There was nothing to suggest an end to the
unbroken basin of gibbers and sand and occasional stunted
bushes. I had no reason to believe that Alice Springs would
not be like this, so I wondered how I was going to accustom
myself to living in such desolation. 1 asked my father about it.

“Father, is Alice Springs as deserty as this?”
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“Oh, no, Doris,” he said. “It’s a beautiful place, set inside a
range of mountains, with a river bed running through it, and
big ghost gums growing everywhere. You'll like it” He had to
shout to make himself heard from the buckboard, but this gave
his words an emphasis that was reassuring, | ceased to worry.

On and on we went, first with the sun on our right, then
overhead, and eventually dropping down in the western sky.
But the only shadows it made were those of us, our horses, our
buggies, and the telegraph poles. We were passing through a
land where no shadows are, a land where the sun might have
been deprived of its power of reflection, so little was there to
interrupt the stark flatness of the landscape,

On and on, walking and trotting, the wooden spokes cast-
ing moving images, the sand adhering to the iron tyres until
halfway up the wheel, there to curl over and be taken down by
gravity in a spiral of flying drift that never failed to fascinate
me. This is also one of the most vivid memories of my sister
Consie, then aged three.

On and on we drove, with the strain and creak of harness,
and the white foam on flanks and withers being beaten by the
traces and leather collars.

In all that vast land there was not one fence, or any track
other than the one we used. But we knew that civilization was
ahead of us, for we followed the slender iron poles supporting
the two wires of the Overland Telegraph line—the reason
for our journey. The line stretched ahead interminably, so
far that we could not distinguish the poles from one another
where they ran into the horizon. Beside the line we often
saw old wooden poles, the originals put there twenty—séven
years earlier and replaced when the voracious appetite of the
white ants was discovered. There was one pole every seventy
yards—about fifteen thousand of them between Adelaide and
Alice Springs.

The novelty of buggy travel soon wore off—probably on
that first day—and I had time to reflect upon the fact that
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except for government parsimony we might have made the
entire journey by train, and gone on to Darwin if we had
wished. In 1896 offers had been made to the South Australian
Government, on behalf of various syndicates, to build a railway
connecting Oodnadatta with the North Australia railway
terminus at Pine Creek, only a hundred and fifty miles south
of Darwin. The Government refused to accept any of the ofters
because they were based on the land grant system, although
that was known to have succeeded in other countries. Driving
through this country in a buggy, one was at a complete loss
to understand why people foolish enough to want to waste
money on trying to develop the desert, and build a railway
to boot, should be discouraged. Paradoxically, by 1902 the
Government had changed its mind to such an extent that
it offered land grants around the world to big corporations
which might have been interested in the proposal. More
than a thousand miles of 3 ft. 6 in. track was to be built for a
bonus of eighty million acres of freehold land, plus the right
to operate a train service. Companies were found to be inter-
ested, and a contract with one of them was brought to signing
point. But the scheme collapsed at the last minute because the
fledging Federal government had placed restrictions on the
employment of coloured labour. Hence, when we left Alice
Springs in 1908, we still had to travel by buggy.

Qur first night’s camp was at a creek called the Swallow,
which took the definite article like the Finke, the Alice, the
Tennant, and so many other places in the north. But that’s
about all it did have! I remember that by the end of the first
day I had become disenchanted with life in the outback as long
as it had to do with buggy travel. I don't think [ ever got used
to these long slow trips, although we made several of them.

The Swallow was a place that did not exist on any map,
for which the cartographers could scarcely be blamed, and

Myself when young... what the fashionable teenager wore in 1906
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I doubt if it has been dignified with that importance today.
I imagine we stopped there, and where we did on succeed-
ing nights, because it was a comparatively good feeding place
for the horses. They were always the prime consideration; we
could be so tired that sitting upright on the armless buggy
seats was scarcely possible, but we had to go on until we found
water and horse feed.

Further realities of life in the “bush”—~what a misnomer
that was—were to catch up with me that night. After eight
years of the comfort of kapok mattresses and feather pillows I
found that my bed, until we reached Alice Springs, was to be a
blanket-roll on the ground. How hard it was! Poets have found
beauty and authors romance in swag-rolls, starlit heavens,
sputtering billycans on campfires; and yarning by night in
the soft light, but to me it all amounted to nothing more than
sheer discomfort.

These night camps meant extremely hard work for the
men, who could not rest until horses had been unharnessed,
watered, and hobbled, the bedding and food unloaded, saplings
cut to support the tent, a campfire made, and meals prepared.
In the morning, the procedure was reversed. My mother
always remembered the first camp at the Swallow because
there she lost a brooch given to her as a farewell present. I
remembered it because I had ceased to be enchanted and was
frankly bored. The ground was hard and cold and I did not
sleep well. I was probably worried about snakes and spiders
and other dreadful forms of life that might decide to share the
warmth of my swag.

Furthermore, the food was horrible—different, yes, but
still horrible! Our menu consisted of salt beef and Oodnadatta
bread, which soon became rock-hard. Jack, the baby, must

My father, Thomas A. Bradshaw, and my mother.
Photographed in 1916
Erom left: Mortimer, Jack, Consie, and myself




have lived almost exclusively on tinned milk; neither his teeth
nor his digestion would have been able to cope with the tough
meat. The tinned butter soon became sickly oil, and how I
hated the tucker box!

It was an ingenious box, really, full of small compartments
specially designed for the shapes and sizes of various canned
and packaged foods. Each compartment had a leather lid held
by a strap to keep things in place during the buffeting on the
track, but it gave off an odour that 1 could recognize blindfold
more than sixty years later. There was a mingling of pepper
and pickles, salt beef and greasy calico bags, condensed milk
and fat, stale bread and melted butter—all of it liberally coated
with red dust and powdered sand which gritted on the teeth
and made me shudder.

One day as we drove along a very rough part of the road
known as Hell’s Gates the tucker box fell off the buckboard.
If we could have survived without it, I'd have left it there.
This minor accident made a brief diversion in the monotony
of the day’s travel but poor Jack had to suffer for it. His
milk bottle was the only casualty; it flew out and shattered

in a thousand pieces. Anyhow, it was time he grew up and
this was as good an opportunity as any for him to start; he
philosophically learnt to drink his condensed milk from a
cup. I didn’t adapt myself so well, and within twenty-four
hours 1 couldn’t eat the revolting food. Rather than fuss or
pamper me, my parents left me alone. It hadn’t taken them
long to learn the lesson of the bush that if I was really ill other
symptoms would soon be apparent; if not, nature would take
over and my appetite return, as indeed it must have, for I
remained in bouncing health.

i suppose it is natural that through the eyes of a city
child, the desert, seen at such close quarters, would be over-
whelming and perhaps a little frightening. The vastness and
the never-ending immensity of it all baffled the imagination.
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I'd had no conception that anything in the world, not even the
sea, could be so literally “big.” I had the comfort and constant
reassurance of my parents, and yet there was something about
the desert that I dreaded. I couldn’t come to terms with it, and
never did. My younger sister and brothers had toys to ar;xuse
them; in any case, they had not yet reached an impressionable
age; but [ was aware that my friends were beyond reach and
would remain so for a longer time than I'd already lived. { was
aware, too, that there would be nobody to take their place.
We expected to be the only children of European blood in
Alice Springs, and as the distance increagsed from my school
chums in Halifax Street I was overcome by a great melancholy.

This all changed, of course. I soon settled down to life in Alice

Springs and look back upon my nine years there as a won-

derful experience.

Nevertheless, T now wished that I could see something
more than desert from the tent flap each morning, The land
was absolutely flat, so much so that one might have been
pardoned for questioning the geographers who said the earth
was round. We travelled for hours and sometimes for days
without seeing a landmark worthy of the name. When we did
see one it was a matter for great excitement and a recitation
of knowledge by the Old Hands. But if only there'd been
a house or some other living soul to prove to me that this
was inhabited country and not the surface of the moon my
mind might have been set at rest. If another buggy had come
rumbling along from the opposite direction I'd have known
at once that ahead we would find others of our own species
E\'vafnted to be convinced that I still lived in that place calleci
civilization,” when all the signs were against it—and at that
moment, miraculously, I had my proof,

I had been standing at the door of our tent, dressed in a
warm serge frock, surveying the blighted scene. The south-
east trade winds were blowing; feeling cold, I walked over to
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the campfire where breakfast was already being prepared.

Somehow that morning did not seem quite as bad as its

predecessors in spite of my yearning for confirmation of the

existence of other life. The sun was rising, sending from clumps
of spinifex long sharp shadows which would disappear later
on. The air was exhilarating, putting an edge to the appetite of
those who weren't revolted by the food. The wind was whistling
through the leaves of a few desert oaks at the well—the first
substantial trees we had seen in several days—pitching high to
an animal wail before sighing and dying with the gusts. I had
heard it during the night in the otherwise silent land and been
glad that my mother and father were near.

As we squatted around the fire that morning my mother
remembered the date—23rd May—the anniversary of my
Aunt Emily’s birthday. She had lived with us in Adelaide and
felt our departure keenly.

It was not possible to telephone or, so it seemed, to send
her any form of greeting. Nevertheless, Mother expressed
the wish.

“I wigh I could send her a telegram,” she said.

I suppose | giggled at the preposterous idea that we might
send a telegram from the middle of a desert. The nearest
post office was at Oodnadatta, already several days’ drive
behind us, and we wouldn’t see another until we reached

Charlotte Waters.

“What are you laughing at?” my father asked., “Your mother
wants to send a telegram—well, perhaps we can’

There was a twinkle in his eye, so I thought he was joking.
My mother must have thought so too, for she hesitated when

father told her to write out what she wanted to say.
“Go on.” he said. “I'm serious. You want to send a telegram—
all right, I'll send it for you. Emily will get it in Adelaide to day”
Still doubting, my mother did as she was told. | stared
incredulously as my father went to the packsaddles and
returned with two peices of curved iron.
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“Whatever are they?” y i
e y?" 1 asked. “Are you going to send a

“They will help;” my father said. “They are really feet clamps
You will see how they’re used in a moment.” .

He fitted them to his boots, and when mother’s message
was ready he shinned up the nearest telegraph pole with
ridiculous ease. There he arranged the two wires so that
they passed through a small transmitting instrument which
could be carried in a pocket. In this way he tapped the line
from the uninhabited wilderness and within a few moments
my mother’s greeting was in the Central Telegraph Office in
Adelaide.

'This was a demonstration of the kind of magical “civilized”
thing that I needed, and I realized that, after all, we had not
left the world I knew so very far behind.

. In the early days of the O.T. Line, men who were in
difficulties cut the wires to make sure of help, especially when
they feared attack by hostile aborigines. At least one man is
kr.mwn to have died because he didnt realize that cutting the
wires would save him. Another was so weak that he failed in
h.IS attempts to climb a pole and died at the base of it. By the
time we went to Alice Springs wire-cutting was regarded as
fm extremely serious offence and the practice had ceased;
it had caused too many interruptions to vital internationai
communications to be used as a lifesaver for mere individuals.
Moreover, line repair was a long and tedious job as the break
had to be reached on horseback, A cut midway between Alice
Springs and the next telegraph office at Barrow Creek meant
a round trip of a hundred and seventy miles for someone, and
perhaps two or three days’ delay to the traffic. ’

Four or five days after our buggy ride began the Qodna-
datta bread was finally pronounced uneatable even by the old
bushmen. Slicing it was no longer possible because it was so
hard that it powdered. George Hablett, co-driver and self-
appointed cook, thereupon made a damper of flour, water,
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and baking soda in a camp oven. It tasted like a cross between
rubber and plaster of Paris. but at least it was fresh, if not quite
what an eight-year-old girl would want for a birthday party.

“Smother it in pickles, Doris,” my father advised, “and then
you won't taste anything else”

“Worcester sauce is the stuff for bush tucker,” George
Hablett said. “You put enough Worcester on your beef and
damper and you wouldn’t know you weren't eating turkey
and ham that was smothered in Worcester. The taste of
sauce gets a bit monotonous, but you forget that when you're
roughing it”

Unfortunately, I disliked both pickles and Worcester sauce
at that age and could not resort to such camouflage. Nor could
I take George Hablett’s advice to “try a bit of condensed milk
on the damper” I doubted his claim that this made it taste like
apple pie.

For my palate, George's “Johnny cakes” were a greater
success. These were simply small dampers about the size of a
yeast bun and cooked in the coals instead of in a camp over.

When making Johnny cakes George took care that his fire
was “just so.” It had to be a certain size, with the coals glowing
adequately. Then he placed the small cakes of dough in a nest
in the fire, and shovelled hot coals over them.

“It’s impossible to cook in the bush without a good shovel,”
he said. “A shovel out here is as important as a ladle in a
kitchen.”

1 rather suspect that the Johnny cakes tasted better than
the damper simply because the word “cakes” was in the
name. I could almost imagine myself eating some of mother’s
cream sponge back home—but not quite. Inevitably, George's
concoctions came from the coals under a thick crust of
charcoal, ash, and burnt flour.

“Bit burnt, but not bad,” George would say. Then, noticing
my tentative bites, he'd take mine from me and file the charcoal
off with a rasp used for shoeing horses.
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George was what is known in the outback as “a bit of a
character” He had been a seaman in the Royal Navy. When
he s‘;poke, apparently believing that he had to be hearci by the
entire fleet, he shouted at the top of his voice. He had sm);lin
blue eyes set in a tanned, deeply lined face. In his ears he WOI‘E
s?:}III ggld e:arrings, like a gipsy, and on his head the cloth cap
:, = ;eut r;fhsh working-classes. I don’t think I ever saw him

I first became aware of George’ i
his loud-hailer voice as soon as weg zfe;)::csl()::fh:hye ttrhl::img}‘:
Oodnadatta, On being introduced to Miss Easom, who rvlv:
yottng and attractive, George expressed his disappo’intment )

What's the use of bringing only one?” he demanded “Y(;u
shollrxld’ve brought a cartload and let ‘em loose up here” '

In sure everyone in Oodnadatta that day hear i
was credited with the ability, when singingysea-sﬂa}::g:e.s}i{z
hotel parlours, to rattle the roof and break windows. I ldn’
be surprised if that were true. s

D?lring the term of Mr F. J. Gillen, my father’s predecessor
at Alice Springs, Mrs Gillen brought a white woman servant
from Adelaide to help her. She wasn't very young and slil
wa§ very deaf, but that didn’t worry George—he became ]
5@1tten as a lovelorn youth and pursued her ardently. But hﬁfS
mighty voice could not register the dulcet tones of c.ourtinIS
He knew no sound softer than fortissimo, and his booming‘
endearments were the joy of the station. °
| Eventually they were engaged and decided to be married
in Ac.lelaide. At Oodnadatta, on the trip south for tfle
we<'id1ng, the lady didn’t feel well. George suggested a littl
whisky, but a little led to a lot. She had so many “tast 3
that n‘ight that she was still drunk when the train reachesd
Adela{de. George saw her safely into the care of her famﬁ
and sa}ld gooc.ibye for ever. Later he discovered she had gonz
to Al‘lce Springs, as far away as she could from regular
supplies of whisky, to dry out from a prolonged peri(g)d of
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alcoholism. When she got off the buggy at Qodnadatta she
also went off the wagon.

That was the end of serious love affairs for George, although
he retained a twinkle in his eyes. “No more women for me, he
used to say. “A man might find himself hitched to a brewery”

Miss Easom also made an impression on Bob Crann, our

other driver. | ought to have been too young to notice such
things but perhaps I was a precocious child! In any case,
[ remember that we eventually reached Charlotte Waters
telegraph station, the only one we would see before Alice
Springs, and where we rested for a day or so, Bob Crann spent
his entire time in the blacksmith’s shop. When he emerged
he presented to Miss Easom a crescent-shaped brooch which
he had made from coins with the initials B.L.E. engraved
neatly in the centre. This was his rough equivalent of a box
of chocolates or a bottle of perfume and I'm sure Miss Easom
was suitably impressed.

Charlotte Waters was one of a chain of telegraph stations
spaced about two hundred miles apart all the way from
Port Augusta to Darwin. Several of them, like Marree, Alice
Springs, and Powell Creek, were “repeaters’—stations where
the Morse signals passing constantly along the line were
boosted in strength so that they might be received in Adelaide
with sufficient volume to be understood. The officer-in-charge
at Charlotte Waters was Patrick Byrne, who apparently did
not share George Hablett's and Bob Crann’s interest in a pretty
girl. He welcomed us warmly enough but then spoilt it all by
saying he'd have to move farther out—as if anywhere could be
farther out than Charlotte Waters!

“Why?” he was asked.

“The place is becoming overrus by women,” he replied
tartly.

Charlotte Waters telegraph station was an impressive
structure of natural stone, with big rooms and small win-
dows designed to give maximum protection against possible
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. . -
20 sﬁl;rbylljosule. aborigines. We were still not out of the gibber
Sy th o me it seemed that we had arrived at the end of the
about.Wh e aspe‘zct was truly dismaying and my earlier fears
" 'at cI1 might find at Alice Springs were refreshed. I'm
B f:;saer thfa; Che;:lotte Waters, sitting almost squareiy on
y of South Australia and the North i
was subsequently abandoned i
. and the station moved to Fi
2 ;:melles from Horseshoe Bend. However, we hado l;lssntfi,
iy 0 Souﬁh Australia and each days drive now repreIsJent d
;r:cz:;asmg percentage of the remaining diétance ’
L Sr : ough we hadn’t had enough travel already, we made a
» rom Charlotte Waters to visit Mr and Mrs Alex Ros
» t1iro son h{\lex Junior, and daughter Ruby at Crown Poinst’
- g,ffu; 1Cltl Mlz Ross managed. It wasn't more than a day’s
ur track-—in each direction, of ¢
. , of course—and that,
toehv;rjre soon to learn, was the nearest thing we were like:lis
. daf; :::, Crlxex}tl-ti?or tr;eighbours. We had a delightful breal}:
a haif with the Ross family, The visi
especially, was a charming i s
. g g interlude, as Mrs Ross was
) abl
tg;l\lfse ile; many valuable womanly hints on how to manag: ::)1
b dij;. r;oi;nhlani. Tén'srzei were few who knew it better than
did; er husband she had lived on s
staf;)lns t‘hroughout Central Australia, e e
E. wzshlstory of the F:entre was dripping from her veins, for
e connecttlad with the earliest pioneers. She had l;een
Openedartﬁlyﬁ\xfalhs, an aunt of Frank and Albert Wallis who
i e first gell:eral store in Alice Springs, then known as
, & few years before our arrival. Lat i
. . - Later, as Wallis Fogarty’
InV:E: :hel store wltlen Alice Springs was a thriving tovxgmsg;’
e ::11; Zf 1,1196(1): iglwaz bought by an airline company whic};
ocK of land, and so the shop closed
you buy tourist travel wher N e
e Frank Wallis o
the I\t/;m and treacle by the four-gallon tin S
marrir:dR}(;ss had “acquired” more family history when she
. Her husband was a son of John Ross, acknowledged
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to be the first man after John McDouall Stuart to reach Central
Australia, When the South Australian Government decided
to build the O.T. Line the only information they had about
the country was that supplied by McDouall Stuart following
his explorations in 1860 and 1861, and his eventual crossing
of the continent in 1862. The South Australian Postmaster-
General, Mr (later Sir) Charles Todd, commissioned John
Ross in 1870 to make a survey of the proposed route. He was
to be paid £450 a year (a good salary in those days) but Todd
instructed that the men he took with him, except a qualified
surveyor, were to be paid not more than £1/1/- a week. The
surveyor was a Mr Harvey; the three men were Alfred Giles,
who subsequently became famous in his own right, T. Crispe,
and W, Hearn. It was Ross who named the Todd River after
his boss, and two beauty spots, Jessie and Emily Gaps, were
named after his daughters.
john Ross was regarded as an admirable explorer. He was
a highly competent bushman, and tough and resourceful in
overcoming the problems he met in opening up the waterless
spaces of the interior. There is little doubt that his work merits
more recognition than it has been given. Though Stuart
was a marvellously hardy man and a tenacious explorer, his
contribution was to prove that the continent could be crossed
with horses. That work ended in 1862. Thereafter it was Ross
who showed the way to settlement.

Many years later, I visited Frank Wallis's sister, Mrs Roberts,
in Hyde Park, Adelaide. Then aged eighty-six and the only
remaining member of the family, she knew John Ross well,
and proudly showed mea photograph of him, “He wasa lovely
man,” she said.

But that wasn't all the history we found at Crown Point.
Alex Ross himself, as a youth of eighteen, had been a member
of Ernest Giles's 1875 expedition from Beltana, near Lake
Torrens, across the northern fringe of the Nullarbor Plain

42

Thanks for the Buggy Ride

to P i
foune;’t:r.l dO:a:rllla; j(;lurgey Ross, by following a flock of birds
ed the beautiful ictori ing i ,
heart of the Great Victoria Deseli?.ueen Yictoria Spring in the
tOONOW here we were at Crown Point with him—and I wa
Suﬁ;(:;ﬂ;g to understand or appreciate the hardships he hac?
- k .renlember walking around the old stone homestead
- ;[1 lnRg, Pooh! What an old place! I wouldn't like to live
e e. ! rs : 0ss hfid done her best to brighten the house with
X ‘f ; Is o gt}mtips. She was plump, attractive, and happy. A
Kmt}; ars 1(.elarher she had entertained Vice-Royalty when IIi}:).rd
Laterl:i the South Australian Governor, visited the station
sten Aex Ro‘ss became Inspector of Water Supplies for the,;
i ustralian a‘nd Federal Governments in the Norther
i ;)f;y. }':ln official record of his life ends with this entr):1
ered injury to his spine through bei :
E:fz;lmel, and this accident led to his dea%h ’ ~En Sole
€re was more to it than that—in £ i
A . —In 1act it was an epic st
E:UE':I‘[., fmd the authority for it is Alex Ross himslz-l? A
northwsmng pas'toralist who wished to examine vac;int land
P takee}ellf; 2{1 Alice Springs engaged Ross and an aboriginal
L ere. The white men each had riding camels, but
P dorlglnal was perched on top of a powerful bull ,
e i _
e w1th packs carrying water and food. Riding a camel
e e easws(:itdmode of travel, especially without the support
oper saddle, and it wasn’t lon
: g before Ro i
the I;mtlve had developed serious abrasions e noticed that
nmvc;sshpo;nted this out to the visitor, and asked that the
" should be_al'lowed to ride behind him in a double saddle
g :Y Cém(fl' :IhlS idea was indignantly rejected. So Alex Ross
o p':lc?hkmdr;(ess, gave the injured man his own camel anci
ed the pack-carrier hi i
i e packe imself, leaving the double-saddle
A ;\: usual, th? camels were linked with noselines and the
esumed with the aboriginal leading. On the second day

camel
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the noseline on the pack-camel became entangled in a mulga
branch and broke. The big beast was frightened, bucked
violently, and threw Ross many feet into the air. He fell heavily
on his back but was able to remount and ride to the end of that
day’s stage.

Next morning Ross was very ill and knew that he was not
fit to ride to Alice Springs, still two days away. So he sent the
others ahead and rode alone to the near-by camp of a dogger
whose horse-bells he had heard. This man took a message to
another pioneer, Alf Turner, whose camp was twelve miles
away, while Ross spread his blankets and waited for help.
Turner answered the call immediately and when he arrived
found Ross almost helpless on his blankets.

Turner, shocked at his condition, gave what first aid he

could, prepared food and tea, and after making Ross as corm-
fortable as possible rode all night to Bond Springs station.
Soon after noon next day he was back with a vehicle which
would carry the injured man to Alice Springs. On the way they
rescued a well-sinker, Bob Plew, who had fallen forty feet to
the bottom of a hole and fractured his back when he stepped
into an unattended windlass bucket. Alf Turner climbed down
the timbering of the well, strapped Plew to the bucket, then
climbed hand over hand to the surface. He brought him to
the top, put him in his own buckboard, and for the second
time travelled all night to help an injured man. They reached
the Australian Inland Mission hostel at Alice Springs next
morning. Plew was cared for there and later sent to Adelaide,
but he lived only long enough to reach hospital. Alex Ross
only partly recovered and was never able to work again. He
died less than two years later in the Home for Incurables in
Adelaide.

That was still very much in the future on that cold May day
when we were with the Ross family at Crown Point and, of
course, none of us had any conception that Alex Ross would
suffer such a violent and painful death. Our stay with them
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zlv;zoa:r :3)?; ot?le,. although my chief interest came from the
o eir -books'helves of the entire “Elsie” series
Hl zli)lmanuC st'ones for girls, I read my way througI;
— dse}: fhi(:f?l:’,l; a;ld was still reading, oblivious of
resgme the drive to Alice S;ri(:;f e TG
Whennt;ll:d }?:dvze went, th'e horses as weary as we, especially
ey :dhﬂl (j\ pull their heavy loads through the dreaded
e ws. t least we were out of the flat gibber country.
g Oaksere %nFersp ersed with red country where mulga
o , spinifex and often good grazing land relieved
iy wheéls tlr\l«retwent and on, the sand still crawling up the
as ey hatvien we 1t Oodnadatn more thoes 3 ek e
o - : adatta more than a week
Strzitllo;?i; erltl;is w;re beginning to show; they were feelingatghot;
o the ! p,ﬂlut George Hablett assured us all that they
et Soop;lr ;:gv\;h;z i\;\re re;alf:hed E‘\lice Springs where
condition for future journ
Whi(z;: :Vr;lﬂcc)lnt,) across the Finke, a broad sweep olf dry Zid
Jprich ouk fech)n;e a to-rrer}t in the rainy season—or so I
rain ever fell’ irc1J l;his (:;ﬁitlrtycil::)fﬁniu}: . beliieve i
ake creeks and rive
8;11:: lr\::r;n;;:a’st Izd[orseshoe Bend, a broad sweep in tll;z ili(:r:;
i - allne that name on today’s maps, and through
i g?tyfendlt.ess sandhills. They were in serried
South,_east trady efat high, ::111 starkly red and caressed by the
L le winds which caused “wavelets” to form on
" i s 1c:pes. Fortunately many of the sandhills ran in
e (:; ion as ours'and we were able to drive along
e Oyt I;er ev;f[theless, it seemed that we were frequently
e th:.tripy “tra;rse?nv\ir:ri sore from looking at sand,

. 3 last stages and [ trie
(f:::}nil,a;:;lin :nlzr case, | migh.t have been ashamed t((l) lcll::))tstz:(o),
T ger brothers and sister had travelled marvellous]

) my mother must have been under constant straitZ
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while caring for a baby and other small children during a
tnight’s buggy ride. ‘
& Sf and on, the horses now walking more often than t(l)l::lz
trotted, their heads low, their animal alertn;si g(;rgreil ne
1 tation known as Alice wWell,
midday we came to a cattie s N
i his family, and we were 1
by William Hayes and . e
re than salt bee
h—but if I expected something mo .
ti‘?eid 1 was disappointed. An impression remains of set\:ral
tall, tanned young men and their two sisters, all_ c:lf e;l
hel’ ing their parents to carve a station f]lrom the wil err;ihé
Th(fy were among the first of the Inland pioneers. Mo:t (;-( the
d knew all there was to
hildren had been born there an : \
Zf bushcraft, Undoolya station, which they bought ?t;}r; ;t;ﬁ
i d today is manage
longs to the Hayes family, an 7 |
l;-fa;esg junior, a grandson of William Hayes, one of the original
Settliz;s.most vivid memory of Alice Well is that the dir}ing
room walls were papered entirely with the plﬁtu;e lfecflc;;z
derful idea which kep
f weekly newspapers, a won .
Zntrance()il( throughout the meal. Fancy being able to read a
all, [ thought!
"’ Subsequently I heard about two men who reacheciC tt}l:
Hayes’ home on a cold and wet night. Pfll members o e
family, including Mrs Hayes and the glrls;hwerfa a.\;vagrthe
. iginal who was there invite
mustering camps, but an aborigina epralil
ight i house, assuring
to camp for the night in the warm
Ellz?Mr andI;VIrs Hayes would wish it. Grateful for the sheclltebr,
they had settled down to sleep when they were awakerz . 3%
the barking of dogs. The family had returned unexpectedly Ior
a dry night’s rest. The interlopers explained how they ;:Iamz
to be in possession and offered to move OIft .but' the ayeen
laughed at the idea. They insisted upon remaining in the op T
and cheerfully spread their camping gear. 1 wo:1der how mi
of that kind of bush hospitality remains today?
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And so, at last, after nearly three weeks, the great day came
when we would arrive at Alice Springs.
The MacDonnell Ranges had been in view for several
days, looming gradually closer and bigger, but losing little
of their colours which changed so quickly with the direction
of the sun’s rays. It was during these last two or three days
that we all began using again a word which had slipped from
our vocabularies since leaving the Flinders Ranges outside
Port Augusta. That word was “beautiful” For a full fortnight
there had been nothing in the landscape to suggest anything
but ugliness; but now, suddenly, my mother exclaimed, “Oh,
isn't that beautiful” And we all knew that, though we hadn’t
expressed it, the beauty of the dormant heart of the continent
had impressed itself upon us, too,

“You really haven’t seen much of it yet, my father said.
“Here you will find a wondetland of chasms and gorges and
valleys that are as dramatic as anything I have seen. I wouldn’t
be surprised if, one day, this becomes a great tourist centre”

Sixty years later it had become just that, with thousands of
people flocking there, some from the other side of the world.

As we drove over open country before entering Heavitree
Gap and passing along the bed of the Todd River, groups of
kangaroos appeared as though they had come out to welcome
us. Not many had yet been killed and so they seemed quite
tame. A number of big greys and reds faced each other in
mock combat, delighting us with boxing attitudes that were

almost human.

“They look like men moving through the trees,” my mother
said. “And look at those fighting—this could be a great
tournament!”

We passed through Heavitree Gap, not more than a
hundred yards wide, and into the centre of the MacDonnell
Ranges. On our left was Mount Gillen, named for his father
by the man who was my father’s predecessor for nine years.
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Ahead of us was the winding Todd River, liberally overgrown
with ghost gums and river gums, the biggest tre;s we hac}E ;eft:)r:
lain stretching nor
for three weeks; beyond that was a p e
i i f the MacDonnells, and in
several miles to the next tiers o . S
i hip we had waited so long
iddle distance was the small towns . ‘ gl
:;ld driven so far to see. We were all highly excited an‘d,trlikmg
paternal displeasure, stood up in tl;e t;uggy andig?ilned ;;hen
ings!” N see it!
N ’s Alice Springs!” I shouted. can se
turnrirrlllg rti my father,  said, “Thanks for bringing me. It looks

beautiful”’
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s

ALICE...WE GET TO
KNOW HER

THE ALICE WAS STILL IN HER TWENTIES. EVEN
s0 she was a lovely young woman in 1899 and already
showing promise of the clegant maturity she would one day
reach. Her hair was done with a garland of wild flowers and
ghost gums, Namatjira purple, invented by the sun some years
before the artist, was thickly applied to the surrounding hills.
But there were times when Alice seemed rather faded. Midday
in summer was a trying time when all the colour drained from
her face. Dust storms came occasionally and hid her beneath
a layer of fine red powder that was most unbecoming. Despite
these vicissitudes, thesc seasonal moments when she wasn'’t
quite herself, Alice’s tranquil charm converted all of us to her
side. Her very comeliness made us soon forget the deep scars
engraved on our souls by the soulless desert we had crossed.
Before long we were happy to be with her, to discover and
share her joys, and to have her keep us. In the months and
years that followed, as my diary reminds me, I rode out almost
daily to find the hidden facets of her character. This quest was
never forced upon me, but was something I liked to do., The
only time I felt any unease—that unhappy feeling of being
away from home—was the one occasion when we set out for a
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holiday in Adelaide—not because I did not enjoy the change,
but because it meant a dual crossing by buggy of the awful
sand-and-gibber land.

In my time the township was known as Stuart, and I
rather regret that the name was changed. I've been told that
this happened when the old post office at the Alice Springs
telegraph station, two miles away, was eventually transferred
to the growing village. The postmaster continued to use the
Alice Springs postmark to frank all mail and the name was also
used as the originating office for telegrams. This usage became
so common that eventually the name Stuart was forgotten.
The town that is Alice was on its way to modest fame. For this
reason, and for the sake of clarity, I shall henceforth refer to
Alice Springs only, while hoping that its given name will never
be forgotten.

The villagers, at that time, were few indeed—perhaps
not more than twelve or thirteen. As we passed through the
village on our arrival we first saw Mounted Constable Charles
Brookes, his wife, and four children at the Police Camp on the
southern side of Heavitree Gap. He must have been one of
the loneliest policemen in the world, especially as his duties
frequently required him to be long distances away from
home on horse and camel patrols. Some of my most vivid
recollections are of Constable Brookes returning to Alice
Springs with lines of aboriginal prisoners chained by the neck.
'They never failed to stir in my youthfully democratic breast a
deep sense of outrage and revulsion, Nor did I like it any more
because each time I was reminded of the horror [ had seen at
Oodnadatta. When 1 protested to the adults, in my childish
way, that what we were seeing was inhumane, I was told that

Arriving back from leave in 1905, Harry Kunoth driving,
mother beside him nursing Edna

Alice Springs’ first tennis court, near the Stuart Arms Hotel
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Alice..We Get to Know Her

nothing could be done about it—the prisoners and witnesses
would runaway while being brought in if they weren't secured.
The practice of chaining men was abolished in the Northern
Territory only a few Vears ago, so we are told. But I wouldn’t be
surprised if they are sometimes stiil chained in the name of the
law in remote areas where the law is not likely to see. In case
it should ever be forgotten that human beings were treated
in this way, I have preserved photographs of chained men.
I have also a photograph of a log cabin—a shack with but a
single entrance and no other ventilation—which stood beside
the infant police station. This, to Her Majesty’s discredit, was
Her Majesty’s Alice Springs gaol—and I'm sure that Queen
Victoria would not have been amused had she known of jts
existence.

Only one white woman lived in the township itself, She
was Mrs Charles Meyers, whose husband had established
a saddlery business. These days new townships spring up
around roadhouses and service stations. The villages of 1899
could manage without them, even without a butcher or a
baker, but few could do without a saddler. These shops had a
distinctive aroma of tanned leather, resin, and twine that has
disappeared from the catalogue of smells one encounters each
day. The pastrycook’s shop, the delicatessen, the pharmacy,
the drapery, the grocery, all give off smells that almost any
modern housewife can recognize instantly. But I wonder how
many would know where they were if pushed into a darkened
saddlery.

Wedid not meet Mrs Meyersuntila few weeks later. She was
eighty miles away at Hermannsburg Lutheran mission station

My uncle and aunt, Mr and Mrs Ernest Allchurch, and staff;, at
their cottage, built on the telegraph station in 1905

The O.T Line staff at Alice Springs. At rear: Harry Kunoth
(against post), Jim Rodda, Billy Crick. Front: Bill Perry, Ern
Allchurch, T A, Bradshaw, Charles Lamshed, Leslie Spicer




for the birth of her second child, Herman John. Women were
there to help her, the wives of intrepid missionaries who }}ad
been in the district for more than twenty years. Otherwise,
Mrs Brookes would have had to cope single-handed, and she
had four of her own to care for. I was too young to understand
the fear these women must have known upon the approach
of each confinement, well aware that if the birth should be
complicated the nearest doctor was ten days’ travel away at
QOodnadatta or Marree. My own mother gave birth to three
more children while we were at Alice Springs, attended only
by Mrs Meyers. Not that there was much difference when
her eighth child was born, back in Adelaide, before a doctor
reached her!

The Stuart Arms, now an ornate five-star hotel, was then a
modest structure of stone and iron, about the size of an average
house, with a post and rail hitching-fence around the veranda.
Buggies and wagons parked outside in what is now Todd
Street. It was then a forest of gums. I remember Mr Gunther,
the publican, who looked just as a publican should—a portl}r,
florid man with a scarlet cummerbund swathed around his
middle. He waved politely as we passed. Soon the hot'el was
bought by Charlie South, who married and brought his wife
there. She and my mother were firm friends. ‘

Standing beside Mr Gunther was George Wilklpson, who
managed Wallis's store on the opposite corner. This was also
a stone building with an iron roof and a veranda sgppc?rted I?y
bush posts. It had a stone chimney, the inevitable hxt’chlng-raﬂ,
and a sign on the roof which announced: WALLIS’S STORE.
AGENCY AND DEPOT.

Fred Raggatt’s store was also near the hotel, but he was
nowhere to be seen. A short distance from Wallis's store there
were two houses, one empty and the other occupied by George
Wilkinson.

That was Stuart. One hotel, two stores, three houses...and
nothing more until we reached our own home, the telegraph
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station, two miles distant. A tiny village, true enough, but all
the building materials except the stone had been carried more
than three hundred miles on the backs of camels. The roads
were bush tracks sparkling with mica. The villagers obtained
water from wells, although the Bradshaw family, bits of snobs,
had the misnamed waterhole— Alice Springs—which wasn't a
spring at all.
Our horse-and-buggy cavalcade passed out of the town-
ship almost as soon as we'd entered it. The only noise we
heard was that to which we had been accustomed for the
past fortnight—the draw and creak of traces and chains and
the clank of iron tyres on the micaceous ground. Our two
vehicles, the buggy and the buckboard, represented the entire
“stream” of traffic. When our dust settled behind us we could
see that the village was barren of movement and, it seemed,
almost of life. Gunther and Wilkinson, standing at the hotel
door; had acknowledged us but now dropped back into a
torpid somnolence apparently encouraged by the warm sun.,
I suppose our arrival was the biggest event in Alice Springs
for some months, perhaps for years, and yet it caused only
a minor ripple of excitement. I felt that we should have been
greeted by bunting, a welcoming committee, and an escort of
outriders to accompany us along the valley of the Todd; after
all, it isn’t every day that the arrival of one family increases a
town's population by fifty per cent.

We crossed the Todd, drove through a pleasant spot along
the banks known as Middle Park, and followed the winding
river as it entered the sandy stone country of the MacDon-
nells. And there, perched on high ground above the spring in
the river bed, was the telegraph station, our home for the next
nine and a half years, and the end of a long, long buggy ride,

Both my mother and Miss Easom were quite as excited
as [ was. For them, the trip had been a constant strain. [ had
been able to relax and do as I pleased in often vain attempts to
relieve the tedium, but they had nursed the younger children
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and had always been on the alert to ensure that no one fell
overboard. Now they laughed gaily and patted and embraced
each other—the tension eased and their spirits fully restored.

They waved to the big group of aborigines in their camp
on the bank of the river. Dozens of dogs welcomed us with
a cacophony of yelping. The entire community came to life:
the dogs from their one-eyed sleep in the shade, the elders
from their segregated “court” near the centre of the camp,
and piccaninnies of all sizes emerged with mothers, aunts,
sisters, brothers, and cousins, scrambling on all fours from
bark wurlies to stare at us shyly and wave diffidently. The black
boys we saw that day are now elders in the Aranda tribe, with
a certain education and sophistication, but I thought of them
as the most primitive children on earth. They were dirty in
the extreme, and [ was shocked to see that many were quite
naked—a state to be altered at once on my father’s instruction
but by my mother’s work. There must have been a hundred and
fifty natives in the camp, and a third of them had no clothes
at all. One of my mother’s first duties was to make sixty serge
skirts on a hand-operated sewing machine she had brought
with her.

Before dismounting we were greeted with a wave by a
little old white man named Billy Crick, the station gardener,
who was busy attending to his vegetables. We had passed a
stockyard where twenty or thirty horses crowded to the rail to
greet their kind and perhaps to inspire them to a final effort,
for the tired teams really did bring us up with a flourish in
front of the station buildings. These were made of stone and
were the most substantial of any kind that we had seen since
leaving Port Augusta.

I must say that I was suitably impressed by the obvious
importance of the telegraph station. It consisted of nine
main stone buildings, with two or three smaller ones, all
huddled together in a compact group and representing a
bigger community than the village itself. My youthful pride
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was inflated; it was an honour to be there and to be able to
say, when asked, that one lived at the Telegraph Station—with
capital letters, if you please.

Apart from my father, who was officer-in-charge, there were
four other operators: Jim Field, Phillip Squire, Mr Middleton,
and Mr Jago. They came out to welcome us, and Jim Field,
the senior, showed mother our quarters; if a little rough and
ready, they were at least substantial and are now preserved
as a national museum by the Northern Territory Reserves
Board. He also introduced the two aboriginal women who had
worked for Mrs Gillen and were to be among our inheritances.
Someone with a classical imagination had named one of them
Tryphena, and that has been perpetuated in Tryphena Gorge,
now a popular tourist attraction. Mother was given much
advice on how to manage the native women, emphasis being
laid on the trouble she would have if she “spoilt” them, that
is, treated them with unaccustomed kindness. However, the
turnover in these primitive domestics was quite high and, of
course, their temperaments varied. Mother found that she
could not treat one as she could another, that some responded
better to firmness than to kindness, and that others were so
dull they were quite impossible. But there was plenty of time
for my mother to learn; she was doing very well when we
left almost a decade later, having by then “adopted,’ dressed,
treated, and nursed dozens of them,

So there we were—a small self-contained community
of telegraphists and linemen, a stockman, a governess, our
family, and the man who was perhaps the most important of
all, a professional cook named Alfred Lloyd. He had to cope
with distance and lack of supplies—and a complete absence of
variety—yet keep the staff happy by giving them adequate, if
not appetizing, food. I did not envy him his job.

The native staff included a rather elastic number of
horseboys, shepherds for cows and sheep, hewers of wood
and carriers of water, scullerymaids for the staff kitchen, and
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two housemaids and a nursegirl in our home. I'm not too sure
what the nursegirl’s duties were, for mother wasn’t keen on
letting her too near the younger children. But the housemaids,
Dolly and Tryph, were reasonably efficient.

At that time none of the natives understood the value of
money, a failing which was to embarrass their future eminent
¢ribesman Albert Namatjira, who was chronically bankrupt
even when earning up to £7,000 a year. So they worked for
their food and a stick of dark tobacco a day. The government
also supplied shirts and trousers for the men employed on the
station, but these were often gambled or given away to people
not entitled to them.

Our quarters consisted of three large living and sleeping
rooms surrounded by a wide veranda which helped deflect
the direct rays of the summer sun but did little to reduce a
temperature frequently above one hundred and ten degrees. A
kitchen and small dining room were detached from the living
rooms to minimize heat from the wood stove. Even so, the
atmosphere was often so stifling that some artificial means of
cooling, or at least stirringa breeze, had to be used. Electricity

was then still a thing of the future, especially in Alice Springs,
so we improvised with an intriguing punkah—the first I had
ever seen. It was made from narrow boards, frilled calico, and
ropes which passed through holes in the wall. An aboriginal
was stationed outside to pull slowly and regularly on the
rope—and, lo, we had a primitive fan. The punkah-wallah,
however, was inclined to letus down on the hottest days when
he was most needed; the heat and the regular motion appat-
ently had a soporific effect and the punkah would gradually
slow down until it stopped altogether. Our mealtimes were
frequently punctuated with orders to this unseen black man
that he should wake up and do his job. He'd resume half
heartedly, but it was no use—ORCe sleep got the better of him
he was never fully conscious again and in due course we learnt

to save our breath.
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The
y keepilr)l:ntl;z;hﬂ\jvas supposed to have the secondary effect
s ies at bay. Anyone who has been to Central
pos i that when I say flies I mean clouds of
o ess'nlzlllhon:? of them. They were the bane of our
insectidd,e Specza y durmg_ meals, and we had no deathdealing
B p.rays. By creating a breeze the punkah did reduce
" sance; so when the gentleman in charge went
egad two reasons for being annovyed. L
pmblr;; d(a)l);f ea é)(:tly ma.tron named Polly, aware of the
i s,he ) ere er services as fly-swisher-in-chief during
B hmonsjcrated her technique with a leafy bough
e oo ﬂt?r cilalm for' the job by saying, “All-day me bin
- 1es101;1ga Mitta Gillen.” But father declined with
pranks. Ao ;J:h ent‘y e pf'eferred to take his chances with the
et trana? risk having his food flicked away by a switch
s~ besl; erred our eating quarters to one of the large1:
et f(;;r: :‘} fneal the entire family was marshalled to
e =te | s” in the general direction of the window.
e ];are unknown. If father had asked for them he’d
g Weellldtold they were an unnecessary luxury; in
camel tr;ins zeqzlilredhfzvlr'erfi)l;znv"ﬁl‘;able l:l)ading G
pes itally needed supplies.
Wondersflere;a;lriays u:ie had fun exploring the station and its
v s, and we made some exciting discoveries. 1
o oge of t.h:ese gave me the kind of thrill that
- didn’t}lf:\;?tl) publicity men would call “spine-chilling;”
g o e ong and I can't recall any sense of insecurit;r
i osnd Og oom. We found within a few minutes of our
e :;” rc;oms were f‘it‘fed with loopholes. These could
e e abg tseh. o%f as miniature windows if anyone was
e exa:ﬂc lllfthh fears. However, it was thought better
. ;r wd at they were for, if only to induce in us a
o wiich ?; anger. The loopholes were firing positions
g = it had been intended should be aimed at hostil
gines. Our bedrooms, in fact, were miniature fort:
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designed to let loose invisible death if ever we were attacked
by the natives. For the same reason the operators’ quarters
were built around a quadrangular courtyard equipped with
gates which were supposed to afford the staff complete safety
from spears and other weapons.

The expense of building all the telegraph stations in this
fashion had not been undertaken without good reason.
Tragic proof of the hostility of the natives was seen at Bar-
row Creek, our nearest neighbour, on 22nd February, 1874,
only twenty-five years before our arrival. At eight o'clock
that night the officer-in-charge, Mr ]. L. Stapleton, was sit-
ting outside the station with five members of his staff and a
policeman, Mounted Constable Gason. The heat was intense
and they had gone out for some fresh air to the south-west
side of the building, farthest from the iron gate at the rear, and
also farthest from the flat-top hills behind the station where
aborigines could remain hidden until dark and then move
stealthily down without being seen.

Suddenly the white men were surprised by a volley of spears.
They dashed for the safety of their courtyard, but as they
reached the gateway a lineman named Franks was speared in
the back, the weapon entering his heart. He staggered into the
kitchen where he collapsed and died immediately. Stapleton
got six feet inside the gate before receiving four spear wounds
from which he died next day. His assistant, Ernest Flint, and
the policeman, Sam Gason, were both wounded; but with
others they got inside the building and poured a volley of shots
through the loopholes—identical with those in our rooms—to

clear the field. Flint, though wounded, then went to the Morse
key and sent word of the attack to Alice Springs from where
it was flashed to Adelaide. On hearing of the tragedy, Charles
Todd sent his carriage for Stapleton’s wife, who was living in
North Adelaide. Doctor Gosse was called to the G.P.O. and
gave instructions for treatment which were relayed to Barrow
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Creek. But from the start it had been obvious that Stapleton
Wq::lS doomed, and he was aware of it himself Against the
wishes of his friends, he insisted on being lifted to the Morse

key; as his strength ebbed he ta
; : pped out a last message to hi
wife which, Todd translated for her: e

“God bless you and the children’”

His har.ld fell from the key and in a short while he was dead.

There Is a grim sequel to this story. A punitive party of
police and white bushmen was sent out to avenge the dead
men, rl'hey ranged over thousands of square miles of country
then inhabited only by aborigines and shot every one the
found—men, women, and children. One of the peaks in ch
Harts Range, away to the east of Barrow Creek, is named
Blackfellows’ Bones, and a watercourse near by is n:amed Skull
Creek, !:oth names a reminder of this massacre. Flint was later
officer-in-charge of Alice Springs station, preceding Skinner
and l‘ater Gillen, and he died there. His was the first grave in
the little station cemetery. I saw it there—and years later, at
the' home of the late Alex Ross, I saw the telegram he s:ant
telling of the attack upon the Barrow Creek station. It is now
preserved in the South Australian Archives.

. But as we lay in bed at night with the south-east trade
winds blowing through the loopholes I was not concerned
that similar attacks might be made on us. The Alice Sprin s
station had never been attacked by the Aranda, Theypwefe
clos'e neighbours of the Kaiditj at Barrow Creek but were less
belligerent. The Kaiditj perhaps acquired their hostility from
the warlike Warramunga, their northern neighbours, who
baFred McDouall Stuart’s way at Attack Creek in 186’1 and
pald. the price with the lives of tribesmen. Rather than bein
afraid of them, I always regarded the Aranda as friends. Thei
were extremely primitive and dirty and we were forbidden to
[?Iay with them, but in the manner of children everywhere we
found ways around that rule when those in authority weren’t
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watching, In any event, I was never troubled by the slightest
fear that one day my family and I might be massacred while
we slept.

One of the other fascinating aspects of the station was that
in the staff kitchen Cookie Lloyd kept a blanket-lined box in
which slept a two-year-old part-aboriginal girl. Her mother
had died when she was born. As the child of a mixed-race
union she was unwanted by the tribes people. They left her to
die in the bush and attempted to hasten the process by filling
her mouth and nose with sand. But Cookie Lloyd rescued her
and installed her in his big warm kitchen. There she lived and
grew like a carefree young puppy. Father said repeatedly that
she must go to the camp to live with the aboriginal women;
but as none of them were prepared to look after her my father
always relented and allowed her to stay with Cookie. There,
like Topsy, she grew into a wild and defiant creature. She wore
a few cast-off rags and, towards her master at least, behaved

like a pet dog. But otherwise she was always in mischief of
some kind and frequent inquests were held into her misde-
meanours. At one time the nanny goats we kept as a stand in
for the cows were mysteriously short of milk. My brothers,
Jack and Mort, then a little older, hid near the sheep pen one
day and unravelled the mystery—our tame young vixen was
getting to the goats before the lubras whose job it was to milk
them. They caught her redhanded with a jam tin full of milk
and gave chase. As they were about to grab her flapping rags
she turned and threw the milk in their faces. While the boys

wiped it out of their eyes she escaped into the hills like a young:

wallaby. I'm sure Mort and Jack thought it worthwhile fun.
We called her Mumpaguila. Fifty years later my sister
Consie and [ visited her in the Royal Adelaide Hospital where

she lay dying of cancer in the throat. Gone was the utterly

wild girl of the bush; in her place we found a dignified, patient
woman who had married and raised her own family. She had
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been flown to Adelaide j
. e in three hours o
which we toiled for nearly three weeks kA
I » 0 » '
IOOI:dh;?k tall white cap and big white apron Cookie Lioyd
. ea professional chef, but I'm afraid that was tZ’\e
ye(;s't: Erofessmnal part of him. He made quite good bread and
st buns—a dozen were sent ov
’ : ‘ er to us almost every day—
y::l ile was a c_hsmal failure at preparing everyday me}r;us ]tcor
wasni ;ne::l }v;lm ravenous appetites. The word “variety” just
art of his vocabulary. Food, in his vi
. . g €w, was somethi
:12:;: t};) ke;p }llaeopl_e alive. Cooking was therefore a necess:sg
- But he had never learnt that pood
- —— ' : good cooks could convert
-ingredients into palatable dishe i
e : : § varied
3::1118?.:[: meat was boiled or baked, his vegetablesewezz
arnished, and his desserts—what h
e called “puddin’—
to be eaten to be believed. For six days in every e
meg 8ot sago, made with water and nothing el
S + L
V:é'bg;u;allly to Fhem as “slide” I suppose that was because it
" ed like a jelly and, unless one was careful, it went for
i ﬁlc ;‘ o.ﬂ" the plate and on to the table, The window of the
Ining room faced ours across th i
lc)onfections must have been cabfoct of o Lloyds
-, .
w; icge}l: :lls, b?gause we often watched a silent pantomime
e a zs u; hysterics. The dining room window would
n and a dish of slide be held aloft, i
t. “Here it is again”
! aga
;i :Ss the message. The man holding the dish would lookga:tni’t
i C‘paurmgly for'a moment, then disappear, On one occasion,
e u;‘grea.t delight, the despair flared into rebellion and thej
Cr)l ing dish of slide was thrown into the yard
i rll:: ;)fczl:; trilen ;vas_ n:"nce given two eggs, a tremendous
¥y where fowls were alm
L A ost as scarce as fish,
em for breakfast, he th ’
. ! » he thought he'd share
g Cookie Lloyd to make a mill i
_ dding. At th
Appropriate moment the i ooe = 1
lop pudding was prod
it . produced—good ol
1de with the two eggs nestling neatly on top. Even sf, C’oozi(ei

week the poor
se, and known

the subject of conversation
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appérently wasn’t as bad as one cook we heard of. When the
station manager he cooked for complained of the sameness of
the menu he said, “Well, I was going to give you blancmange
for a change today, but there wasn't any dripping”

Our own food, which mother cooked, was prepared from
the same basic ingredients as the staff’s, and although there was
sometimes an understandable lack of variety it was generally
palatable and enjoyable. Meat was served three times a day—
chops, steaks, and roasts, and occasionally a Burdekin Duck
for breakfast. This was a favourite bush meal (sometimes also
known as Kimberley Oysters): slices of cold roast or corned
beef were dipped in a batter of flour, baking powder, milk, and
chopped onions. They were then fried in hot fat. The result—
golden brown fritters.

We seldom saw fresh fruit. The varieties that could sur-
vive a camel trip from Oodnadatta were few. Tinned fruit was
plentiful during the first part of our ration year, but towards
the end it was sometimes absent from our menus. Flour, tea,
sugar, tinned goods, medical supplies, blankets, and clothing—

everything needed for the maintenance of the station—came
on camels only once a year.

Mother and father spent days preparing our order many
months before they could hope to receive it, It was sent on
the mail coach to Adelaide merchants who bought on our
behalf any goods they couldn’t supply from stock, packed it
all in large wooden cases, and consigned it by the first camel,
Considering the weeks they were on the track, and that each

crate had to be unloaded every night and hoisted on to the
camel’s back again next morning, it was a remarkable tribute
to the firm that nothing was ever broken.

I can remember mother and father making inventories of
everything in the house, and then stock-taking before each
order was due to be placed. Maybe bales of striped galatea and
finer material were needed for boys’ blouses and girls’ dresses.
Perhaps cups and saucers had been broken during the year ang
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had to
luxurieftfeorresia:}fd. They r,nay have wanted clothing or a few
e at cou-ldn t be obtained locally. But they had
g leoy careful in such matters because if we exceeded
o dwance, camel freight was more expensive than
g to' ay. A pound of cheese could cost a
and in Alice Springs. S
end’f:; s};c;lzlpilﬁg list, wllfl?:ten on many sheets of paper, seemed
s Co.mm_Oditt? quantities were enormous, especially of such
B 1(?5 as flour a‘nd sugar. I imagine that the station
tand origines required hundreds, perhaps thousand
pounds of flour to keep us going through the year. ;

Sholt\:; Icalezz%t;d leg;on‘get.ting its first glimpse of relief troops
il enF usiastically than we did on the day our
T :)a(s) rz;rrlv;d. Everyone stopped work, We deserted
T an ou.r governess, who was just as excited;
s Whileme running from the creek; the staff stood’
B n;y father ceremoniously took delivery of
" tg;l)o s. Slowly, silently, the great packing cases
B o t]e;y swa).recl, the long string of camels came
o e station compound, looking haughty and

ghtly disdainful. Each was linked to the other by aycol;d

attached to a nose
, peg. The Afgh i )
turn and pulled on the cord. ghan driver went to each in

“Hooshta! Hooshta!” he cried.

Protesti
L reﬁ(:‘e:;tc;nogg);h at. first, and yet with a great willingness to
e ;fr burdens, the animals knelt, grunting and
iy gmucrqll;e Tl;:g, then folded their hind legs and squatted
o Ounci e great packs, weighing as much as five
i p s, were unlashed—and then these marvell

Is hs of burden could rest for a few days. -
. da::eniiﬁea what we and the whole of the Inland would
i the‘out camels. They were stand-offish, unlovable,
i, ex.treme—-and yet indispensable. Professor

pencer, in Across Australia, says he travelled two
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thousand miles on camels but parted from them without the
slightest regret. Perhaps that wasn't altogether the camels’ fault:
during his first expedition he did not realize the tremendous
difference between a pack camel and a riding camel—a
difference as great, I've been told, as between a draught horse
and a hack. He had ridden a pack camel all the way.

Some men grew attached to them. I remember the
government geologist and surveyor H. Y. L. Brown, arriving
at the station on a beautiful white riding camel named Jessie
Darling. She was such an attractive animal that he persuaded
mother and our governess to take a ride. He had his drawing
board fixed in front of the saddle so that he could work without
dismounting.

AlexRossalso thought highly ofhis camels; this, I discovered
later, was common. to anyone who understood their worth in
the grim outback. 'm sure that no other animal could have
carried the loads they did through such gruelling conditions,
Elephants, perhaps? Could they have crossed the desert from
Oodnadatta to Alice Springs, on time-table frequency, and
remained tractable and manageable? I doubt it; they belong in
the big river country and the steaming jungles.

I can't say that I was fond of camels. They were ugly and
smelly and I thought they could be treacherous. Our horses
didn't like them either, presumably because they gave off the
wild-beast smell that terrifies domestic animals. [ was often
surprised when riding one of my horses to find that it suddenly
jibbed, sniffed the air, and tried to turn back. Invariably, when
that happened, we would meet a string of camels farther on,
sometimes a long way from the point where the scent was first
noticeable to the horse.

Still, we certainly welcomed the string bringing our yearly
supplies. All hands got to work at once, opening cases and
carrying goods to storerooms. We'd almost topple into the
cases head first in our eagerness. Even such mundane things
as groceries were a thrill when they came only once a year.
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One of our delights was to visit old Billy Crick in his
vegetable garden on the bank of the river. As g producer of
vegetables the garden had many peers. The soil was poor and
wa:s made poorer by pepper trees surrounding the garden. Bill
Crick was a kindly old man—small, gnarled, weatherbeaéenj
a1h1d he lived alone in a hut under the trees, We liked talking to
hlr?a because he was a member of the opposition and couln:lg b
relied upon never to agree with any simple statement, )

If 1 said, “The cabbages look well Billy” he could be
guaranteed to reply, “Well, I dunno, they don’t make no ‘ears
I putt’en in three months ago, and look at ‘em!” ’
B'HB:.}t if I said, “Those carrots haven’t come on too well
: (1) il}; ﬁhnee;:.rould say, "I putt'en in only six weeks ago. They're
Billy and the moon were on the most intimate of terms
He knFrw Just what the weather would be from the wa “sh(;
come in,” that is, on its back or right side up, though orzrce he
admitted that he didn’t like the way “she was carryin’ on” at
all. I must say that Billy was generally right with his weather
forecasts—but weren't we all? Any eight-year old child could
predict it almost with certainty. Seven-eighths of every vear
was fine, and we knew that blue skies meant fine days %V}Len
::ou;i;(liaegaln to build up it was an even-money bet tl';at rain
ould develop. Even if it didn’ i i
" Oflt)h ! t;:tl (:f it didn’t, we had a fair chance of being
These three elderly men—Billy Crick, Cookie Lloyd
and George Hablett the stockman and handyman——were;
ext‘:remely patient and kind with us, as most bushmen are with
f:hﬂdren. George was our favourite, and we loved visitin him
in the men’s hut. He had decorated it with a frieze of colfured
‘1llustrations from a fashion journal--lovely ladies with
impossible waists and huge leg-of-mutton sleeves. We could
never understand why he had gone to the trouble of pasting
them around the wall, for they gave him no pleasure. On the
contrary, they infuriated him. He'd sit on his bunk, scornfully
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pointing his pipe at one or the other: “Now just take a look at
her. A sack of flour tied in the middle, that’s what she is! And
look at her... and her!...enough to make a man spit!” Or was it
all a pose? Did he hanker, perhaps, for the bright lights and the
cities of fashionable women? One never really knew...

1 wouldn't like anyone to think that young children living

in Alice Springs at the turn of the century were condemned to
boredom or underprivileged in the matter of fun. There were
simple joys around us that often made me feel I wouldn't want
to change places with a princess. We had to look for our fun,
but it wasr't hard to find. One of my greatest delights, as a
girl of eight, was to help George Hablett in the blacksmith’s
shop on a cold day. Working the huge bellows up and down;
making the fire glow in the forge; watching the horseshoes
gradually turning red, then white-hot; standing wide-eyed and
completely fascinated as George seized them in great tongs
and plunged them into a wooden trough of water, where they
hissed and gave off clouds of steam; then to watch carefully as
he hammered a shoe into shape to fit a horse standing patiently
in the roofed yard outside. This was absorbing fun that the
average child could not share. And to see George actually
shoeing a horse...what a treat that was! He rasped their hoofs
almost as tenderly as if giving a pedicure and fitted the shoe
until it sat snugly, then quickly hammered a few nails into the
hoof to hold the shoe in place. That horrified me at first, [ was
sure the horse must feel those nails being driven into its foot
but I was reassured.

“Don't be silly” one of the men told me. “Old George
wouldn't ill-treat a horse any more than he would a child. And
he’s never been known to swear at a cow, which is even more
remarkable.’

The strongest threat George could make to a restive horse
was to roar in its ear with his booming voice: “By golly, if you're
not quiet I'll swaller yer!” One, a semi-draught, must have
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thought he was goi
going to. George gave its leg such i
: a
il::r\;e ::chatfth; a(sitorushed animal landed ongits back I;];gthhz
s far-fetched it should be said that h i
strong man. He was known to have li S ]
: ave lifted a six-hundred
packing case from a wa S
gon to the ground and to h i
dmlv? so gently that it scarcely stirred the dust. e et
o ;:;3;1 1.l;c:) ::;Ch h:n making spokes and buggy wheels and
re which he also made in th. i i
highly skilled work, vet i g
s Yetin those days it wasn't th,
We also had fun watching hi Fiogran
g him pave the verandas with st
:;cin;l the near-by hills. To cart it from a heap George use(:in:
actid ::fsthd;:wnhby a draught horse on long traces. But he
after” himself; he actually gotin b '
lifted them, and did his A e e
5 share of pulling, In fact, mos
. ; : ; t peopl
E:li::edlthat George did more work than the horse. Ceftaoi;)l;
9 S; Z :t:);s working, as might be imagined of someone who
orses and three hundred cattl i
horses were used primari i e
primarily for taking maintenance
‘ | an
$ater1al to places needing repair along the O.T, Line.%l'hegcfaigg
t;;ehli::;ly éor }:)ur own meat supply. There was also a herd of
red sheep. A bullock was slau
two | ghtered once a week
In winter and a sheep a day i =
‘ y In summer when the cattl
it::f poor. Occasionally a goat was killed, too. This mutt(fn“::;:
3 erzlde;i for tl.1e aborigines, but if it was young enough Cookie
oyd often slipped some of it into our rations believi ’
be none the wiser, e
SCh"Ihel.' l;)nly rickety thing about George Hablett was his English
» ‘:O oy hotivlers were to be expected from him almost daily.
" eJt(Eected wa}s one word he didn’t know. On an occasior;
' ent c<la'”'I"oold River flooded suddenly George said he hadn’t
E ﬁc(sj e 11.t. I;[e wa§ always “insulting” people—his version
3 onnsu ting. ’I thm.k he was quite incapable of insulting
¥ }; e li)r zinythmg, with the possible exception of threatenin
swaller” a horse, and we came to love him as a very dea%
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for more than sixty years.
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Chapter Four
=

WALKABOUTS AND
TALKABOUTS

THEFIRST DAYS AND WEEKS OF OUR STAY PASSED
slowly. If I'd known then that we were to be in Alice Springs
for more than nine years I'm sure I'd have been very depressed.
But by the time the months had stretched into the first year
we had settled down with plenty to keep us occupied and
entertained,

Primarily, there were school lessons for me, and, before
long, for the younger members of the family too, Nowadays
parents hesitate before taking children to smaller towns
and districts that are not well served by schools. Thousands
leave the country every year for big cities which supposedly
offer better academic opportunities. But my parents seemed
unconcerned that I was being taken to a place that would be
hundreds of miles from the nearest schoolhouse; they simply
took a governess along and hoped that, for a few shillings a
week, she might be able to impart some of her own knowledge
to me and my brothers and sisters, Qualifications for the task
seemed unimportant. Miss Easom, though a thoroughly
splendid and pleasant person, had been an office worker, Of
the four governesses who came to us in nine years only one,
Mrs Cornock, was a trained teacher; yet my entire education
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after the two or three early years in Adelaide was supe1‘"vised
by them. In case it is thought that we were neglected ck:ﬂdreln
1 should point out that teaching us was .the governess’s 03-21]
duty. The other six children then living in Alice Springs di
not go to school at all. '

Our education came to us as best it could on occasions,
but it invariably came. Diversions were fe\i\:f enough to allou;
ample time for reading and study. Reading, in fact, was orle 01
our chief pleasures. My father subscribed to several .natlona
magazines and the operators subscribed to others which were
passed around. I read them avidly, and any bo.oks I could. .lay
my hands on. Father’s best pals were Charles Dl.ckens, \X/ilh:fm
Shakespeare, and Mark Twain. Many roads did [ t'ravel with
them after my father had rocked himself to sleel? m‘front of
the fire and let a book drop. We had no examinations, no
exam nerves, and no homework, although there were ‘extra—
curricular tasks when Mort and I began to leart} drawing by
correspondence from the Adelaide School of Dlemgn. W’e. were
its most distant pupils. OQur papers were often in the mails for
six weeks before we got replies. ) -

1 suppose there were occasions when we “played up” an
made life miserable for the governess. I rememb;er that ”1t was
especially difficult to concentrate on our work on Court” days,
My father, by virtue of his position as officer 1n7charge .of the
telegraph station, had been sworn in as a Sp4.ec1al Magistrate
and was therefore the most important man in thousands of
square miles, In Adelaide, he'd been just another telegraph
operator, but here he was an S.M., with all the po'wer that

that entailed. His diary records many instances of his hanng
deprived aborigines of their freedom, generally ft?r spearing
cattle, and banishing them to Port Augusta for six morllths.
On Court days the station became the hub of Ahc? Springs,
if it wasn't already. Men I'd never seen before arrived from
remote cattle stations. Mounted Constable Charles Brookes
appeared in his antiquated tight fitting uniform but was such
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an imposing figure that we regarded him with awe. And there
was the usual depressing collection of aboriginal prisoners
and witnesses in chains,
The staff dining-room doubled as a Courtroom for the day.
As this was next door to the schoolroom it wasn't surprising
that our concentration wandered. Prisoners were released
from their neck chains one at a time and brought in to be tried.
Mounted Constable Brookes was Court crier, prosecutor, and
chief Crown witness. He called the case, outlined the facts
to the Bench, and then gave evidence to support himself
Generally he was rewarded with a conviction. In this way we
heard many interesting sidelights of life in Alice Springs that
wouldn’t otherwise have come our way—and not all of them
concerned aboriginal prisoners. In fact, | remember one white
man who appeared as a witness one week and as a prisoner
the next.

My father probably knew little more than I did about the
law, for he'd never had any experience with it; but I must say
that he looked the part, and ] was proud of him. His demeanour
and physical appearance were just right for a judge—heavily
moustached, portly, slightly irritable though supremely
dignified while sitting on his Bench (which happened to be
the dining-room table), and, above all, eminently fair. He even
tried to extend justice to the aborigines and temper it with
mercy; at the turn of the century in Central Australia that was
notatall an everyday occurrence. Asa matter of fact, any white
man who demonstrated impartiality in affairs affecting the
aborigines was in danger of being branded as a radical. I was
especially proud of him when Mounted Constable Brookes
addressed him as “Your Honour” To me, aged eight, that was
next to “Your Majesty”

My father’s diary includes such entries as these:
Feb. 7, 1901: George (alias Nelong) , Tom Cribb and

Aralcaringa, aborigines, six months each at Port Augusta
gaol.
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June 23: Heard ten cases against aborigines at Heavitree

‘ i hs, Port Augusta,

aol. Sentenced each to six months, ‘
Gal;ugly 18: Corporal Naulty left for Qodnadatta with ten

boriginal prisoners, . ‘
’ oAl;ggustl;: Native charged with stealing beef. Six months at

Porl;tiutgoussl':zw that his justice was tempered with melicy, both
for humans and animals, there are also these extrac’;]s). I
Dec. 12, 1901: Sambo broke into store, stole 15 ib. flour, !
Ib. tea, butcher’s knife, sugar, etc. I got the goods back, Cso iiv
him 5 Ib. of flour and cleared him off to go to Barrow reﬁ m;d
Oct. 20, 1905: White men Lennon an.d Gregory )
7/6d. each camel—11 and 12 camels respectively—for cruelty.
ls with sore backs. .
Wosrl;f:eifntles his diary entries had nothing to do with the law
i d compassion:
bm}:gl;;fli;tg& Gavz flour to destitute_ swagmen (‘ivft\cl)dhad
walked 350 miles from Qodnadatta to Winnecke g'ol Re k.itts
May 6, 1905: Treated sore shoulders of horses with Rec
ene and unslaked lime. '
Blu%lze]’;::lium was relieved, too, by walkabouts and rxdﬁ-
abouts, talkabouts and singing. During the few short Tcl)_r;‘i :
of winter cold the fire in our dining-room rarely werflt ou .On E
mulga logs were heaved into the f:nr;epleice chxi:hti::;(:n " I);
i s and our quarters fairly glow . .
tmh::a}:fe‘:ln a different matter for the staffin the;r ;pzla;:t;n
rooms with cold stone floors, draughty doors, an;l : ; sm Oth};
a solitary candle. No wonder they were a'ttracte i f;aoor .
to the light of our hanging lamp, the mattm'g 03(/ 0112 ot tiwm
fireplace, and the fellowshipr of a young family. ec1 e
to come, for the price of admission was to be' rope fo ug‘:3 o
of Snakes and Ladders with one of the children, freq y
me.\)@’ith no homework hanging over our heads, wel w;erl;e
carefree and happy. Sing-songs, with the governess playing
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a piano that had been carried by wagon from Qodnadatta,
were one of our favourite diversions. The lamp was taken
into the next room and placed on a small central table; the
pianos of those days were equipped with brackets to hold two
candles and these were lit. With only that illumination, and
with the rest of the room in deep shadow, the singers had to
get close to the pianist and the song book to follow the words
and the music. In nine years, [ can’t think of one man who
didn’t singe his eyebrows or a woman who wasn't in danger of
being burnt alive. Eight years after our arrival, on my sixteenth
birthday, we were still enjoying musical evenings. By that time
I was playing the piano myself, having been taught by the
governesses, My party guests that night were six older men,
all of them smoking pipeful after pipeful of strong tobacco. 1
don’t know how I lived through those thick clouds of smoke,
let alone sang through them. A little later Consie sang too,
but for a different reason; on her way to bed she found a wild
dingo in the room, its eyes glowing green in the light from
the candle. Before anyone could get a rifle the dingo escaped
through the door and fled.

My brother Mort and I had an equally alarming experience
one dark-as-pitch night while walking two miles home after
visiting Mrs Charles Meyers in the township. We had come
through Middle Park and had almost reached the Todd near
the telegraph station when we both became aware of strange
soft sounds around us...sighs which might have been caused

either by anger or pleasure and may have meant doom for us.
“What's that?” I asked Mort.

“Idon't...]1 don’t know” he quavered,

Then I caught the distinctive smell of camels and we
realized that a string of them had arrived in our absence to
camp there. Though we couldn't see them, they were probably
asleep; what concerned us was that if we disturbed one and

it rose, the others might stampede. In that event they would
assuredly run over the top of us.
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Mort and I groped our way to the Todd one foot at a time,
terrified of being bitten or trampled to death in the next
moment. The camels were bad tempered because their noses
had recently been pierced for leadlines; one had rolled on a
man and killed him, and we knew that the slightest upset could
cause them to rise and trample us. As we reached the bank of
the river a shape loomed up directly in front of me and gave
a grunt of surprise. Panic-stricken, I gave a wild yell of fear
and then—what blessed relief—found that it was one of our
camp natives. What he was doing prowling around in the dark
I never knew or cared; he was dressed only in an old rag, but
I nevertheless clutched the filthy creature thankfully, though
at any other time I'd not have gone near him. He seemfad
equally relieved to find that we were nothing worse than white
children; 'm sure he expected that the evil Kadaitcha Man,
the tribal executioner, had caught up with him and was about
to break his neck.

Subsequently I saw grown men and women at whom the
Kadaitcha had “pointed the bone” They were dying of fright,
their eyes staring and vacant, some silent, some uttering
gibberish, but all refusing to eat and wasting away, compl_etely
terrorized by the spell cast upon them by the traditional
Doctor Blackfellow.

However, one mustn't blame the camels for being sensitive.
They had much to withstand. Apart from having their noses
pierced they were driven almost mad by the stings of March
flies. Their huge bodies with short tails were ill equipped to
deal with tormenting insects. Leslie Spicer, an old friend of
telegraph station days, remembers seeing one string of fifty
camels all temporarily blinded by March flies. Nevertheless,
there were times when camels became a pest. At Marree
on one occasion two thousand were shot because they were
spoiling the waterholes and denying them to cattle. Another
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time in the grim early days of the outback three thousand
magnificent wild horses were shot there for the same reason.
My other great diversion was to ride horses. Soon after we
arrived at Alice Springs I was taught to ride by several of the
men on the station. Hacks were plentiful and I had my choice
of excellent mounts. When I was still a young girl I was able
to ride astride the horse, but when I became “a young lady,”
aged twelve, this was no longer becoring, I then had to ride
side-saddle, a most awkward position which I detested. One
had to be very careful not to fall over backwards from the
horse, especially when it turned sharply. When that happened
one’s claims to being elegant and ladylike disappeared rather
more quickly than if the display had been prevented by riding
astride. However, women have had to suffer worse penalties
to preserve the modesty of their sex; I suppose I shouldn’t
complain about having had to make my contribution.

As my skill increased so did my love of riding until it became
my keenest pleasure. The horses were caught and saddled for
us by the native horseboys, so that all we had to do was mount
and ride away. And what excursions we had! There were no
roads to worry us and no traffic. Within a minute of leaving the
station we could be in the hills and gullies of the magnificent
MacDonnell Ranges, secure always in the knowledge that if we
became lost in the bush our horses would take us back home
if given their heads. My diary reminds me just how much 1
enjoyed these outings:

Jan. 3: Rode to Attack Gap (8% miles) .

Jan. 6: Mort, Consie and 1 rode to Wigley waterhole. Scarcely
any water there but saw three snakes. I rode “Tommy?

Mar. 24: Rode to Emily Creek and through the township.

May 1: My birthday. Rode to a picnic along the Charles
River.

Sept. 20: A glorious ride on “Zoe” along the Undoolya road.
Rain in our faces, stinging as we rode along,




Dec. 24; Rode out with Mort and Consie to get mistiet(?e
for Christmas. We went up the Charles, then across the plain
and around the township. '

Dec. 25: Rode up the North “road,” then into the township.
Didn't see a single white man in the town. .

Dec. 31: Glorious ride home from the township in the
moonlight, Bright as day. Hills locked very beautiful. Crowd of
men sitting around the hotel as we passed; they all cheered us.

This was our equivalent for the young people of today \:vho
“o0 for a burn” in sports cars, perhaps for hundreds of miles.
If we covered twenty miles in a day we thought we'd been for

a long ride. Once when we drove fifty-two miles in the buggy
between dawn and dusk we talked about it for weeks as though
we'd just broken some long-standing record. -

We were almost equally fond of walking and my diary is
full of references to walks through the hills and in to town.

These walkabouts and rideabouts, frequent as they were,
weren't as constant as the marathon talkabouts, all in Mo‘rse
code, that went on day and night in the telegraph office. ﬂav1ng
got to Alice Springs in 1899 after a fortnight’s buggy ride one
might have been excused for boasting about the reimoteness of
our station. So it was, in a physical and geographic sense. But
if the standard of isolation was our proximity to the news of
the world from which we were so far removed, then we were
not far away at all; in fact we were closer to it than the people

in the State capitals.
Every word of world news—the end of the Boer War, the

death of Queen Victoria, the San Francisco earthquake, the
winner of the Derby— passed through Alice Springs telegraph
station on its way from Darwin, where the international cable
came ashore, to Adelaide.

Not that we were kept fully informed, either by my father or
by the operators. Far from it. Telegraphists are not supposed to
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divulge any of the information that comes into their hands in
the course of their duties. Although that is understandable for
matters of a private nature, we thought it was carrying things
to absurd lengths that the rules should be so strictly kept in
regard to world events. I often felt that my father was bursting
with important news that he refused to tell us about, even
though it would be published in all Australian papers next day
and would thus become public knowledge long before we could
have “leaked” it to anyone by the methods of communication
open to us. Where his official duty was concerned, however,
my father scrupulously observed the regulations. While he
and the other operators were mines of topical information,

as abreast of the news as they could possibly be, nothing was
repeated outside the office unless it involved international

tragedy—though why there should have been even that
concession I can’t imagine. I also couldn’t understand why my

mother didn’t berate him for his secretiveness, but she seemed

to accept it patiently. Perhaps she was told privately when we

were not listening. Not more than three or four times during

our nine years’ stay did father break his vow of silence in my

presence,

I remember him coming to the house one morning and
saying regretfully, “Well, the poor old lady has gone at last”
That's how we heard of the death of Queen Victoria,

We were told about the end of the Boer War, in which
we had scant interest anyway, and of the great San Francisco
earthquake, which made a tremendous stir. Apart from that,
we could read all about it when the weekly papers arrived next
month,

Alice Springs telegraph station was—and is—what is
known as a repeater. Because of the great distance and the
comparatively primitive means of transmission when the O.T.
Line was first built, all telegraphic signals had to be “boosted”
at frequent intervals so that they were strong enough to be
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read at the receiving end. In the early days the Morse signals
were repeated by hand from Alice Springs; that is, every cable,
telegram, and Press message was re-transmitted by the Alice
Springs operators. With the development of better equipment
that was made unnecessary, but the original signal from Darwin
still had to be given a kick along. This was done at varying times
at Pine Creek, Katherine, Daly Waters, Powell Creek, Tennant
Creek, Barrow Creek, Alice Springs, Charlotte Waters,
Oodnadatta, Marree, and Port Augusta. Today all messages
are boosted six times between Darwin and Alice Springs—at
DPine Creek, Katherine, Larrimah, Newcastle Waters, Tennant
Creek, and Barrow Creek—but it involves nothing more than
pressing a switch on highly technical equipment.
Under certain atmospheric conditions, especially in damp
weather, there was a danger that leakages of current might
cause the signals to be dissipated. Instead of reaching Alice
Springs in good order they might disappear for ever some-
where in the lands of the Warramunga tribesmen, who could
read neither Morse nor English. To avoid that needed con-
stant vigilance by the telegraphists at repeating stations, of
which we were one. Four operators were therefore needed to
monitor the traffic day and night. The telegraphists also had to
maintain the batteries—about five hundred of them—which
gave us the power to boost the signals. The batteries consisted
of wet cells, each with a large glass jar containing a solution
of water and magnesia and a lead and zinc plate. Fitting neck-
down into the top of each jar was a bottle containing copper
sulphate, commonly known as bluestone. A small glass tube
in the cork of the bottle allowed drops of copper sulphate to
fall on the lead plate, which gradually became coated with
copper. Insulated wires from the zinc and copper enabled
the hundreds of cells to be linked together, thus generating a
constant supply of power. Every few months the batteries were
recharged with the addition of new copper.
Although I lived within hopping distance of those batteries
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for nine years, I seldom entered the building which housed
them. ;t was not forbidden to us; it was simply that in those
days girls were thought to be unladylike if they interested
themselves in anything more complicated than dressmakin

I knew that one of the buildings was called the battery roorgr;
bu‘t I shunned it like an aboriginal would shun a caveful of evil
spirits. In fact, I had to seek the help of Leslie Spicer, one of
the oPerators who was there in our time, before being, able to
explain here how they worked. We were then still far removed
from the day when girls would qualify as mechanics and pilots
ar'lc‘l operate complicated electronic equipment. I was equall
disinterested in the normal postal and telegraph duties anzl/
the ceaseless reporting of meteorological observations. I
could never understand why someone in Adelaide would wa;nt
to know the Alice Springs temperature, rate of evaporation
strength of winds and density of clouds every four hours, da ’
and night. But they did, and this was a service supplied b’ thz
operator on duty. I know now, of course, that this inform:tion
was vital in establishing a weather picture for men who would
forecast what conditions might be expected.

One part of the station’s inventory interested me more than
any other. This was the mob of about sixty beautiful horses
from which, more or less, I could choose my own hack. The
grazed along the river bank west of the station, but s;aldomy
roamed more than six or seven miles away, although there was
fs;zlt}; .a fence worthy of the name between them and Port

Why should a telegraph station need such a large “plant” of
horses? The fact is that the O.T. Line couldn’t have remained
open without them; for more than fifty years after it was built
horses provided the transport for the operators and linemen
who went out in blistering heat and perishing cold, year in and
year out, whenever a fault was reported.

E\'fery day about thirty horses were brought in by the
aboriginal horseboy and yarded. Next day they were released
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and a fresh mob yarded. They had to be available at the shortest

notice in case of a break or a fault in the telegraph line. When

that happened an operator with an aboriginal left from each

of the two stations between which the fault had occurred. One
rode north and the other south until the trouble was found.

After long periods of experimentation, my father discovered
a means of locating a breakdown within a few miles, thus
saving two parties going out. This was done by measuring the
resistance in the wire to signals sent along it. His discovery
was a most important one in helping to speed the correction
of faults and thus restore international communications, but
he got no acknowledgement for it, However, the time that
elapsed before restoration could be made was still governed
by the speed of a horse,

Repairing the line must have been a frightful job, especially
in summer when conditions were barely tolerable in
temperatures ranging up to 150 degrees and perhaps higher.
There was little shade on the track; in any case, the operator
had to keep going, frequently spending several days in the
saddle in heat which had to be experienced to be realized.
Little wonder that the operators were pleased when this duty
was taken over by linemen.

I have an old letter of Leslie Spicer’s, written from Barrow
Creek, which gives some idea of what a breakdown meant for
the man who had to repair it. He wrote:

On Christmas Day [ received word that the line was
down south of Barrow Creek. The lineman was suffering
from sunstroke from an earlier trip, so I closed the office
at nine o’clock and rode out myself to repair the damage.
That night my black boy and I camped under the shadow
of Central Mt, Stuart, the geographic centre of the cons
tinent about forty miles from Barrow Creek. You can
imagine what the heat was like there in mid-summer{
We started next morning at about three o'clock to cover

82

Walkabouts and Talkabouts

as many miles as possible before the sun got up. We
found the fault at eleven oclock, thirty-five miles from
our night camp. A few miles further on we removed a
second fault and then rode to M, Boothby, near Aileron
to camp. This was ninety miles from Barrow Creek, Ir:
the morning we rode a few miles further south to make
sure there were no broken insulators in the vicinity and
then turned for home, reaching Barrow Creek late next
c"lay. I had hardly had time for a bath when one of the
%mes went wrong again! At dawn we were once more
in the saddle, riding south, and found- the fault near
Te'a T‘ree Well, fifty miles away. The last four miles of
this ride took us nearly three hours because one of
the horses was badly staked and could scarcely walk, I
would not have troubled to go on but I knew there we;‘e
tw<.) white men at Tea Tree who could help me get the
splinter from the horse’s foot, I re-opened the Barrow
Creek office four days after leaving. Three hours later
word came through that the lines were again twisted
about midway to Alice Springs. Now I had enjoyed my
ten hours daily in the saddle, though some folk would
say that five miles an hour was irksome, All the same, I'd
had enough of the flies and the sun, which had scorcl,led
my hands until they were raw, so I went on strike. There
was a line-party at Aljce Springs. At my request they

drove out in a buggy and restored communications two
days later.

| My. father’s diary shows that he, too, drove out on inspec-
tfon trips, sometimes with the weather at the opposite extreme
E‘m not s‘ure that his task was any less arduous than that of the‘
Ime‘men insummer. In May 1904, for instance, he left home on
g trip to Barrow Creek. With him in the buggy (as an officer-
-chirge he travelled in style) was Harry Kunoth, a man of
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German descent with many years’ experience in Central
Australia. His descendants, of whom the coloured film star
Ngarla Kunoth was one (she played the lead role in Jedda), are
still living there today.

My father records that on 23rd May he and Kunoth were
stranded by heavy rain which made the ground so soft that the
horses couldn't pull the buggy through the bog. That night and
the two following nights they slept in the buggy with a tarpaulin
rigged over it to run off as much of the rain as possible. I've
never tried sleeping in a buggy but I imagine it's not the most
comfortable bed, especially under those conditions.

On 26th May they were able to move again but soon ran
into a bog. They had to unload the buggy, carry their load

across, and then build a “road” of bushes to give the wheels a
chance of turning. That done, they took hold of the shafts and
lent their man-power to the horse-power in hauling the buggy
out of difficulties. They were out of meat. One evening a wild
turkey flew against the wire and fell dead between father and
Harry Kunoth. It was promptly plucked, boiled, and eaten.
May 26: What a fearful day!
May 27: Reached Tea Tree Well, 120 miles from Alice
Springs. [He had been five days getting there, or 24
miles a day.] Bitterly cold wind. Spoke to the family
at night.
And 1 have a note in my diary for that day to remind me that
it was a Sunday evening, that we were having tea before a log
fire, and that we were all wonderfully comfortable. Then there
is this comment: “Father sounded very forlorn”
Sixty years later, one is scarcely surprised. A telegraph
lineman who was asked to go out under such conditions today

would probably resign on the spot.

But how did my father sound forlorn? How could we heat

him when the only means of communication I have mentioned
has been the Morse telegraph? The fact is that my father had
a private telephone. This was an unheard of luxury in those

84

Walkabouts and Talkabouts

days—to such an extent that the government which owned
telegraph line across Australia thought it unnecessary ang a;‘
unwarranted expense to equip the staff with telephones, If
postmaster or an operator wanted the convenience of a }‘10 ‘
he had to buy it himself, and that’s what my father hadpdor:;e
When he did so, perhaps he had in mind just such a situatio .
as that which arose on that May night when T was thirt .
){ears old. Frozen, forlorn, and far from home, he “tapped” ‘:ﬁ“
line and spoke to his family, I think this wa; the ﬁf:; tim. ‘13
ever l}eard a telephone conversation, They were so rare thatein
our nine years at Alice Springs I can remember the first occa-
sion when the Alice Springs staff spoke to the Darwin staff b
means other than the telegraph. Periodically, when the linZ
I1:.‘vas free of tele_graph traffic, there were brief conversations
wztswcien the? Alice Springs and Barrow Creek staffs; but that
5 CZ ric;ns:nltrolfrequent that when it happened it was matter
To.day a telephonist in Darwin can dial any number j
Adelaide or Brisbane, both two thousand miles awa w'tilln
out the assistance of other telephonists at the receivi}r’; elnd.
S'he can also dial numbers in South Australian countr fow :
llke 1,30%'t Augusta, Balaklava, and Port Pirie, I'm sure my fa\t:hns
du.:lnt Imagine in his wildest dreams that such imp};rso ei
n?lracles would eventually be happening on his beloved On';"
Lllne. But they tell me there are bigger and better miracl-es.
still to come—it won't be long, 'm assured, before [ can ick
up my telephone and dial any number in Australia AndP
grandchildren will probably be able to dia] any nl.lmberr!‘]y
the world. My father might not have felt so badly about t}lln
weather on that winter’s night if he had known this w I§
happen in such a relatively short time. . >
. May 28: Stuck ?t Skull Creek. [Shades of Blackfellows’
nes.] Road one giant sea of mud up to the horses’ bellies
A packhorse went down, with only its head and neck visible.
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Kunoth had to strip his clothes off and cut the pack off the
horse. After a lot of trouble we got him out. Several other
horses had narrow escapes. We saw two belonging toa droving
party. It was impossible to extricate them from the mud and
they had been shot to release them from their suffering.

May 29; Decided to try to get through. Afterashort distance
the horses went down again. One took a lot of time and trouble
to get up. Unloaded buggy and carried our equipment through.
Then three blackboys, Kunoth and self manhandled the buggy
to firmer ground. Later we came to a white man’s camp. He
was dead in the bush. I tapped the line and told the police.

How does this appeal to you now as you pick up your

telephone and dial the number for the interstate or inter-
national exchange? How does it appeal as you sit behind the
steering wheel ofyour car, with the speedometer needle flicking
around sixty miles an hour, the tyres humming uniformly on
the bitumen road? Alice Springs to Barrow Creek now takes
about three hours by road. Aeroplanes leave the Alice and the
pilot tells the passengers that Barrow Creek can be seen on
the left—just half an hour later. My father took eight days in
a buggy, and was away for so long that rations for the return
trip had to be taken out to him by Jim Raka, an aboriginal
employed at our station. He noted the distance and time taken
for each of his trips, like this: Today's distance 39 miles, time
8 hours = average 5 miles an hour...Distance 40 miles, time 10
hours = average 4 miles an hour.

In spite of the annoyance, the inconvenience, and the
discomfort when things went wrong, the Line was our best
friend. It was our one link with civilization in the event ol
sickness or accident, even though we knew that any help we
called in an emergency would arrive much too late. There
were no aeroplanes, and therefore no flying doctor services;

no radio, and therefore no rescue at all for people who lived:

away from the Line; yet it was comforting to know that the
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two wires running from the Arafura Sea to the Southern
Ocean, stretching straight ahead through gibber plains and
sandhills, through wide creek beds, mulga scrub, and ere t
rocky fanges, on and on through the Empty Lan& wel? vje
were pleased they w i lends that
N y were there, if only to tell our friends that we
Here I've been writing about the unimagined improve-
mentl that has been made in communications since then; yet
f:he difference in our day to what it once was must have b,e);n
]U:St as great. It seems difficuit to believe that before the O.T
Line spanned the continent the only link Australia had wi.th.
tbht? rest of the world was by ship, the nearest cable station
ﬂflng. at Java. The “singing strings,” as we sometimes called
¢ Line, and the extension of the cable to Darwin, changed
all that, Messages could then bhe exchanged between,Austrglia
and England in a few hours—in minutes if necessary. It never
‘?Vcc;lgefi t.o uﬁ, therefore, remote and isolated as we w‘rere, that
] ::1 e)l “?e t;i\(;e in the most modern of all worlds, Indeed, at that
.Perhaps I'm prejudiced, but I believe the O.T, Line con-
tf'lbuted as much to the development of the nation as an other
single factor. It stimulated trade. British commercial entZr risee
could have a daily report on market situations and wasI::hus
fencouraged to invest in a stable and growing country, although
it was tpen still a group of separate and diverse, coIoniegs
At first it was all done on one iron wire stretching for twc;
thousand miles; later that was duplicated with a copper wire
For the young colony of South Australia, with a population 01;
less than quarter of a million people, it was a tremendous and
tourageous undertaking to attempt stringing poles and wires
actoss a hostile land that had been traversed for the first time
only eight years earlier. The story of how it was done, of h
the problems and difficulties were overcome, is one o,f dra OW
and romance unsurpassed in the nation’s hist,ory. =
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Nevertheless, when we were there, although it had been
built less than thirty years earlier, it was taken for granted.
Only long after 1 returned to Adelaide did 1 hear the story of
how it was built and of the problems which faced the plucky
men who strung the wires through an unknown and often
waterless wilderness.

Interstate jealousies had been overcome. Queensiand had
competed strongly with South Australia but withdrew from
the race when it was found to be more practicable to bring the
Line from Port Darwin, where the cable from East Java was to
come ashore, through Central Australia to Adelaide.

For two reasons South Australia was vitally interested
in having the Line pass through its territory. The first was
to earn transit revenue on all cable messages to the eastern
colonies via Adelaide. The second was to open direct over-
fand communication with its sub-colony in the tropical north,
which had been transferred to it less than ten years earlier.

In 1870 the British-Australian Telegraph Company signed
an agreement with South Australia to lay a cable from East
Java to Port Darwin on condition that a landline was built over
the gap of 1,800 miles between Port Augusta and Port Darwin,
then a tiny settlement.

Thelandline and the sea cable were both to be opened before

1st January, 1872. This left barely eighteen months in whick
to complete what was then a vast undertaking. The contracis’
included penalty clauses for delays or nonfulfilment. Lookin
back to our buggy drive from Oodnadatta, I can appreciald
the courage of men who signed contracts without intimat
knowledge of the difficulties they were likely to encountes

Our transport. Passengers, Donnell and Edna; driver Jack, wite '
by Consie and Mot

The family and white staff just before we left Alice Springs in "
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John McDouall Stuart had shown that a land corridor through
the Centre was possible but he had also shown that it was
possible only at the cost of supreme effort under conditions
which were cruel and often barely tolerable. Even with Stuart’s
reports, almost nothing was known of the country north of
the Salt Lakes. To say the least, men who contracted to build
a telegraph line in these circumstances were gambling with
their luck,

The South Australian Parliament passed a bill authoriz-
ing the expenditure of £120,000 on the project, an amount
fully in keeping with the traditional parsimony of govern-
ments, Perhaps it did reflect optimism that the job could be
done quickly and cheaply, in spite of an estimate that the cost
would be not less than £338,000. In any case, the important
thing was to have the work begun, for when that happened the
Government would be committed to completing it,

The South Australian Postmaster-General, Mr Chatles
Todd, was made responsible for the overall construction. The
O.T. Line is his memorial as much as anyone’s. He showed a
great flair for organization and kept the work going when it
seemed inevitable that it must break down.

Todd divided the route into three roughly equal sections
of six hundred miles each, to be worked simultaneously. The
southern section to the Macumba River, north of Oodnadatta,
was completed on time without mishap. The going was
comparatively easy and communications were good, although
there was then no railway north of Port Augusta.

For the central section of 621 miles from north of Macumba
to Tennant Creek the lines of communication began to be

O Line maintenance party. From left: George Hablett and Albert
Hewish, G. Ross

George Hablett with a 10-horse team, wagon, and stores




extended. All provisions and supplies—~the posts, the wire, the
insulators, the food—had to be carried in horsedrawn vehicles
or on the backs of camels.

South of Darwin on the northern section, especially dur-
ing the tropical “wet” season, the difficulties were still worse,
and it was here that the longest delays occurred, although
they had been anticipated in the central section. Contractors
were so wary of the Macumba—Tennant Creek leg that it was
decided to build it with five separate parties of government
employees.

How much did the Government pay for the Line? On the
southern section, for more than 500 miles north from Port
Augusta, the rate was £41 a mile. The successful tenderer was
Mr E. M. Bagot.

The rate for the northern section varied. For the first forty
miles from Port Darwin it was only £39 a mile. From there
for the next 250 miles it was £60 a mile. Then it rose to £89 a
mile, and the last 100 miles to the 19th parallel just north of
Tennant Creek was £92 a mile,

John Ross went out from Port Augusta ahead of the con-
struction parties. Surveyors were with him to chart the route,
much of which amounted to nothing less than exploration of

an unknown land. But they were the men who let daylight in
to Central Australia and it was this advance party, and John
Ross in particular, who established the site for Alice Springs.
In due course it became an advanced supply depot.

On 7th July, 1870, Charles Todd gave Ross a letter of
appointment stipulating that he was to be paid £450 a year for
this extremely onerous task. If that should be thought a miserly:
sum, Todd also instructed that the wages of three labourers:
Ross was to take with him “must not exceed 21/- a week?

Ross had three prime objects in selecting a route: it had
give easy access to timber suitable for poles twenty feet longs
and ten inches in diameter at the butt, to permanent Walers
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an . .
ho;ie :} ss:gt‘gr cf;z; ‘from inundations and suitable for sinking
From what I saw of it, he must have had a difficult task i
:}l}loxftsl?fcts;iTodd, nevertheless, instructed Ross to be qsuiclllz
OULIL and to give him detailed reports
w1t}‘un three months, and reminded hilr)n t}tlatal?ids sS;f.:i’ZZsmaps
subj,ect to termination on one month’s notice, .
I've {‘10 doubt that at times Todd was forced to be
something of a bullock driver, but much more thaliO;nie
p;:rsonal reputation depended on the successful outcomz
of what was then one of the biggest undertakings ev
f:f-t;m%'fd in Australia, Present-day contractors quuippee;
1th ail sorts of mechanical devic , i
faced with the problems that Toddef':a:iv (;cl)ﬂivzll"zgrf re}é)lf
;}:zl Cf:str;l section, for instance, the five government p:rti«a-rsl
orses, 210 bullocks, and 100 me
fed and supplied. Their transport consiste:.;1 0‘;’2}1::{? lfgrt;:
;v:gtzns, sevintgen bullock drays, one bullock wagon, and
adzit:;(fres;d wagons, whatever they might have been. In
b f, a Mr Harley Bacon was put in charge of a receiy-
§ (erwardmg depot on the Finke River (generally dry)
3 ad no ffzwer than two thousand sheep. To me it
tttle short of miraculous that those sheep managed t
hundreds of miles of boiling gibber plains, - —
rem"l:;br;):er; :,h(i worked on the central section are well
i place names th::oughout the Northern Terri-
vy rsrrl m sure nobod)‘r will dispute their right to that
i mortality. They included R. R, Knuckey, Chris-
GopB er Giles, G, R. McMinn, C, Musgrave, W, W, Mills, A
T}.\e ul;tlztA.lT(.iWoods, S. Jarvis, W. Harvey, and J. L. Robe,rts:
187Opb Y le by Harw‘zy left Adelaide on 5th September,
, but did not reach its base at latitude south 21 degre :
north of Barrow Creek, until 24th May, 1871. § gd .
liter they planted their first pole. , - —

is
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Contractors working on the northern section of the line
had underestimated the effect of the tropical monsoon on the
transport of material and men by horse-drawn vehicles. The
first pole was planted near Darwin in September 1870, and
within 54 days 89 miles of line had been buiit. By January 1871
it had reached Katherine River, more than 200 miles away. But
then the skies opened and the men were hopelessly isolated
from their base. A contract let to Darwent and Dalwood was
declared void, and a fresh expedition under the command
of the Assistant Engineer-in-Chief, R. C. Patterson, was sent
around the continent in six vessels. It included 200 men, 170
horses, and 500 bullocks. Patterson’s expedition arrived at
Darwin during the hot dry months immediately preceding
another “wet” season. The country was bare of feed and long
dry stages had to be covered.

Before wells could be sunk and material carted inland a
monsoon of remarkable intensity was upon themn and all work
stopped again. Severe losses of stock were sustained, including
about forty per cent of the bullocks. Patterson had to go by
boat to Normanton, in northern Queensland, and thence to
the nearest telegraph station at Gilbert River to call for help.

Todd himself went to the rescue with three ships and more
men and established a base on the Roper River. But nothing
could be done until the country dried out sufficiently to make
movement possible.

Work began again in April 1872, and all sections were
finally joined on 22nd August, 1872. Meanwhile, however,
Todd established a horse-express to carry messages across the
gap, which at first was 262 miles wide. In what had become
a race against time to complete the England-Australia cable
link, the South Australian Government saved considerable
face while the horse-express was operating because of a cable
fault between Darwin and Java, which wasn't repaired for
several weeks. But when the ends met at Frew’s Ponds, neat
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Newcastle Waters, on 22nd August, Charles Todd received

congratulatory messages from all over the world and was
:zif totrzportt:hthat the Australian colonies at long last were

nected with the gr i i i i
e earth‘g and electric chain which united all the
That, they thought, was that, But it wasn't, Allowance had

not been made for the voracious appetites and the menacin
mandibles of countless millions of white ants, Even beforg
tbe line was finished some of the wooden poles were showin
signs of being eaten away. While men, animals, and equipmen%
were still in the area it was decided to replace them with iron
poles. ‘Tf}ousands of them had to be brought from England
The original cost of £338,000 was thus increased to £480 000-
It must have hurt badly but the young South Australian cc;Ion :
refused outside financial help. Until the great industria}lr
Progress of the post-war years the more afffuent States were
inclined to be critical and patronizing of what they regarded
as a backward neighbour, But they have never been able t
.contest that it was South Australia alone which gave them thz
International communications to make commercial enterprise

possible. It was a coura i
geous act by a relatively poor col
and one that is seldorn appreciated, rpeeteony
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Chapter Five
pe

DOCTOR
BLACKFELLOWS

AS TIME PASSED, OUR INTEREST IN THE TI—]([ileGi
around us, notably the telegraph line, was replace » yed
deeper interest in the aboriginal peopie. We were nt?:f :1 :tidy
i iver bank, so my you
to visit their camps on the river , ‘ ¥
of them was restricted to the men, women, and ch.ﬂd-li;en \:“d
came to the station for food or treatment of their ills. -
as never any shortage of them. -
therT?l: Aranda had had only thirty years of sp.asr'n‘odm L;(md
tact with Furopeans. The majority were still prm;ltln{e, na\t ;at
i d lived by tribal laws
mads who hunted their food an
ﬁ:d been handed down orally through thousat?ds of ytlajli?;ifz;
i Even among the peop 2
they had no written language. . #
i d been little progress towa
around the station there ha : e
isticati have achieved today. They
ind of sophistication that some AL yel
1rc:ont undefstand the most rudimentary principles of h)}{lgn;n-;
They slept on the ground with dogs, and at‘e foo-d wxfi 'tt ;at
fingers. Seldom did I see one of them washing his b9 ¥ o
would have been regarded as wanton waste chl v_val'zer ;sllt Eoug‘h
t enough to drink.
where there was frequently no |
this was all quite abhorrent to me, I was aware of the rgasg:;
which I had to admit seemed sensible; but when I occasionaty
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came face to face with some of their other practices I was
utterly repelled.

One of the few occasions when I visited the camp, or its
vicinity, was with my mother, I accompanied her one even-
ing on an errand of mercy to take invalid food to Tom, an
aboriginal employed as horse-tailer at the station. Tom had
suddenly been stricken with an illness that could not be
diagnosed and his condition was rapidly deteriorating. We
found him lying on the ground some distance from the camp.
A filthy old Medicine Man was in attendance beside him and
appeared to be looking very pleased with his efforts, And well
he might. Spread out before him he had an imposing array
of pebbles, pieces of wood, and other odds and ends, all of
which, he assured us, he'd sucked from various parts of Tom’s
anatomy. With a ponderousness that would not have been out
of place in a Harley Street specialist, he made us understand
that he had got to the root of Tom’s trouble and that the patient
was as good as cured. Tom seemed equally confident about
his recovery. He was able to communicate freely with us,
having been taught to speak excellent English by Mr Gillen,
my father’s predecessor. He was an intelligent and likeable
man who had adopted white men’s habits and put on their
clothing. Reconciling that with his utter gullibility in other
matters was therefore difficuit. It is noteworthy, however, that
sixty years later, after much closer contact with white people
than was possible at the time, many of the Aranda hold as
strongly to their practices as they did then. The power of the
Doctor Blackfellows, and of malevolent Kadaitcha Men, is
an indisputable fact, Bone-pointing is as effective now as it
was before European settlement and wili probably remain so
until these primitive people absorb a much deeper personal
knowledge of anatomy.

As a final flourish to impress us, the old Medicine Man
sucked Tom’s arm and slyly produced a jagged piece of broken
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glass. Both he and Tom looked shocked when Mother hinted
that the glass could not possibly have been inside Tom’s body
as the old scamp insisted. In any case, Tom assured her that he
felt much better and would soon be able to attend to his duties
again. A few days later he was dead, apparently the victim of
a man whose ability to cause death by auto-suggestion was
superior to that of the Doctor Blackfellow to circumvent it
with similar hocuspocus.

Tom's was the first death to occur on the station since our
arrival and was the cause of our introduction to a period of
the most mournful wailing I had ever heard. It was eerie and
depressing but unmistakably sincere, and that always seemed
to be so after subsequent deaths. Those tribesmen and
women who didn't feel sufficiently upset by a relative’s death
soon produced that result by cutting their heads and bodies
with stones and sharp sticks until the blood ran in torrents.
Sometimes the wailing from the river bank continued all night;
later when I saw some of the self-inflicted wounds, often deep
gashes up to six inches long, [ wasn't at all surprised.

The influence of the Doctor Blackfellows in our midst was
profound. The mere mention of their names was enough to
strike terror into the hearts of most of the men and women
with whom we had daily contact. Since the firstanthropologists
went among the aborigines to study their lives and customs,
they have been puzzled by the ability of these so-cailed
Medicine Men to cause death by psychic means and of others
to prevent it. What has been so startling in many cases is
that there has been no apparent physical cause of the victim’s
death, and nothing that has been done by skilled European
doctors has reversed the process once it has begun. Medical
practitioners have cured sick aborigines of all the symptoms of
their illnesses, and yet been unable to restore their patients to
health, thus concluding that there is something unfathomable
in the natives’ attitude towards sickness which can only be

Doctor Blackfellows

;g;d psychologically. But that is not always successful either;
was convinced that he would ’
. ' get better, which wa
generally a good sign, and yvet we had this fearful waili X
prove that he was dead, e
usegg;: of the}:vI apg)arent disadvantages of the pointing-sticks
some Medicine Men was that their evil j
rub off accidentall Soreer iy
¥- Anyone who got too near t
the flam
50 to speak, would be burnt. Durine hi g o
: » W - During his term at the telegr
;tatlon, Mr Gillen collaborated with Professor Sir Balgd::\rlﬁl1
pencer in anthropological research
e : and the subsequent
ipsustil.lucatlon ;)fdﬂze Native Tribes of Central Australia ':\Irhich
Ill regarded by academics as the tatiy
y ' most authoritative text-
I\;);)f og the subject. They reported that one old Medicine
how, after .much persuasion, was induced to demonstrate
» a pl?rtlcular type of pointing-stick was used Another
ve who was with them prom i .
. ptly retired to a dist h
considered safe from the dea i o
th-dealing rays of the sti
Medicine Man himself j P e
, after jerking the stick in
iself,s a proper
lI.;r;anner towards an imaginary victim, said he was rathetl') upzet
Onfause some of th(j_‘ evil magic had entered his own head. He
F Z Sgradually regained his equanimity after he wag assnired
at spencer and Gillen’s medicine
; chest contained sufficient
trjllﬂ]a}g;c to counteract that in the pointing-stick. The old man’s
lef worry was that he had not mad s
y ! ade and “sung” the stick
mllrslelﬁ and S(? hfa did not know exactly what magic was in it
- csse this is thought to be far-fetched, it should be
Su em_ ered that there are numeroug cases of death by auto-
i c?gestlon among the aborigines in recent times, Nothing
# lc;tles that they have any less fear of Medicine Men now
ag ey had last century or a thousand years ago
A uzl abor?glnal housemaids were frequently sorry sights
houz : ezth in t'he camp, bringing their dolorous grief into the
5 ..an making us feel wretched too, In accordance with
idition, they never mentioned the deceased’s name except




as “that dead-feller; or by identifying him with a woman, a
child, or a particular country. This is a precautionary measure
against an age-old belief that the sound of a dead person’s name
might encourage his spirit to return to the scene to haunt the
survivors. It was therefore difficult to establish quickly the
names of some of the deceased.

The aborigines made no attempt to forsake their tribal life,

and we did not try tointerfere except tobring them whathelp we
could. Both my father and mother were constantly “doctoring”
sick people. My father kept a separate “medical” diary in which
were listed the symptoms and treatment for everything from
Acidity to Yaws. It was alphabetically indexed—“Belly, pains
in”; “Eyes, granulated,” etc.—and scrupulously followed. I have
the diary beside me now. The frontispiece consists of printed
instructions from the Government Gazette of 1st December,
1896, for the treatment of various poisons. Thus 1 know that
there was no reliable antidote for strychnine, prussic acid,
phosphorus, castor oil seeds, and a few other things, although
I find that raw eggs are supposed to be good for carbolic
acid, and barley water and powdered chalk for oxalic acid. In
cases where emetics were recommended we were advised to
help induce vomiting by tickling the back of the throat with
a feather, There was an intriguing footnote to it all: “The
antidotes are such as may be generally used, but in all serious
cases of poisoning the earliest attendance of a medical man
should be obtained” Just how soon we might have obtained
one when the nearest was at Oodnadatta and the only method
of travel was by buggy is a matter for conjecture.

In these days of penicillin, sulfa, and other so-called
“wonder” drugs, it is interesting io see with what aids my
parents attended to the ills of their own family and the big
auxiliary family of aborigines. The cure-alls then included
glycerine, lime water, castor oil and olive oil, laudanum;
carbolic acid, iodine, pulverized charcoal (for foul breath)
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» quinine, bismuth, aconite, pulverized rhubarb, essence of
ginger {for disordered stomach) , and Fuller’s Eartfh =
Chaf'es were to be treated with sugar of lead, dar{druff with
sulphuric acid and lard, toothache with liquid ammonia or oil
of cloves, and sunstroke with plain cold water held to the hreO:i
and chest (though I'm not sure where we were supposed to El't
cc?ld watfer when the temperature was 115 degrees in a lagned
without ice or refrigerators) . Digitalis was prescribed for all
Lnann'er of 1llfs including piles, and bunions could apparent]
e relieved with a mixture of honey and borax. i
1901:)’Iyﬂlzrother Mort became ill with whooping cough in
. That must have been a worrying time for my parent
and the medical diary contains many references to the trea::
ment he was given, all of it prescribed by doctors who went
Fo the telegraph office in Adelaide to receive symptoms sent
in Morse code by my father. Complications set in durin
lri;mvalesc.elllce, including acute itching, ulcerated mouthg
: urred vision, swollen glands, upset stomach, and difficult ;
in .sw_allowmg. For this a Dr Michie telegraphed his pre)—(
chptlon from Adelaide: A dose of castor oil, then fourhourly
foses of .chlorate of potash, belladonna, and syrup, plus hot
dtzir)n;ciztilttjms. InTtead of getting better, poor Mort developed
¢ paralysi i
- isn’tps urp)rri slfna;d was very ill for three months, which
B}lt‘ the patients in my parents’ care were predominant]
aboriginal. The fact that neither my father nor my mother h 2{
any m.edical training was of little concern to them, and tha
came in search of treatment for the smaliest compl’aint——a:c}i’
often for none at all. Men who stoically bore the pain of spe.
and lw‘addy wounds wanted “rubbin’ medicine” and “bfn'&'lr
medicine” at the first sign of an unexplained ache. When th e
;lvas (?bviously nothing seriously wrong with then; they settgg
happlliy enough for cough medicine or something else equally
armless, although nothing was given away needlessly except
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in minute quantities; always at the back of my father’s mind in
such cases was the knowledge that everything expended had
to be replenished on a camel’s back.

Sometimes sick aboriginal women prescribed for them-
selves, especially when mother was puzzled what to give them.
They took good care to see that this self-inflicted treatment
was a treat instead. Rice had been their Properly-Number-
One-Tucker since the arrival of white men thirty years before.
They prefetred it to almost anything else. So that when my
mother was at a loss about what to do with a sick Lubra, she
was often advised by the patient, “Tink'it rice make’im good-
feller” But rice was one of the last of our commodities likely
to be used for medicine; it was bulky and weighed heavily
and could not be given in capsule form, or simply with water
added to a tincture. Every grain of it came a thousand miles
from Adelaide and was used sparingly as part of our staple

diet. Nevertheless, the natives did have great feasts of rice
which mother cooked for them. On “rice nights” the women

lined up at the kitchen in force, armed with “jampeters,” ot
jam tins, and shouted gleefully as they received their ration.
The tins were emptied quickly by delighted children, and the
mothers often tried for a second helping.

I was horrified at the pitiful attempts the lubras made
at cooking civilized food. They had no idea how to convert
flour and water into edible johnny-cakes or damper; instead,
they made a gooey paste which could have been used as an
adhesive and ate it with their fingers—uncooked. Once when
natural game was scarce during along drought, and the native
hunters often came home empty-handed, my mother had to
come to the rescue of dozens of piccaninnies who were near to
starvation. Through the worst of the drought she made damper
for them every day. In the late afternoon, having roasted
herself over a wood stove, she called the piccaninnies to her

in fun: “Chook! Chook! Chook!” They ran from all directions,
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taking their “tucker” greedily and more often than not without
a word of thanks, which they didn’t understand. When rice
was on the menu—and somehow they always seemed to find
out in advance—they came even more quickly and fought f
a good position in the line, ’ L
Curry was a great favourite with the adults and the hotter it
was the better they liked it. I have found in my diary a record of
one Christmas dinner which the Aranda had from my father:
1t was a curry made of goat’s meat, twenty pounds of rice anci
all the apparent left-overs in the storeroom—those itemsj lik
chutney and dried fruit which were not too popular in the staf;
klttfhen. The curry was made in an enormous cast-iron boile
which seemed to contain enough for a regiment. In any case ii
was shared by about two hundred natives who used aHy:r'nanr;e
of gtensﬂs, from wooden pitchis to “jampeters” to carr :alwar
their ration. I'll never forget that one old man with(})fut ar):
tadequate dish came along with his filthy hat; it had been lyi
in the dirt around his camp for months, but that seemedynr:)%f
to worry him. On the contrary, he was glad to have such a
comn.lodious container and highly delighted when my mothe
filled it for him. If the rice was a little weevily after months 11;
storage it represented added flavour for the natives ’
There was also coffee, and cake and sweets whi;:h mother
rflade for‘ the children. This was all a rare luxury for them, so
lIm sure it was the chief means by which the Aranda beca,me
impressed with the importance of our Christmas festival
Tl.lree decades earlier Christmas Day was just an(;the
l'funtmg day in their lives and invariably a hot one. B th:
time of our arrival, however, it had become a day of re’st ffnr all
hands—all, that is, except my mother and father, who worked
10 fe‘ed everyone. They were so exhausted, in fact, that our own
tChhn:stmas dinner had to be postponed until the evening when
i e}lf) d }.la.ve a chance of enjoying it themselves. This devotion
0 aboriginal welfare on Christmas Day was common to most
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European stations and settlements, even in those places where
Christian brotherhood and the Golden Rule were not exactly
daily observances. Men whose treatment of the natives
otherwise bordered on the barbaric seemed unable to resist
the Christmas message and extended generous hands filled
with food.

This was especially welcome on the Christmas Day that
preceded the twentieth century by only one week; for that
was ushered in by one of the worst droughts in the history
of Central Australia. The phrase “the blacks died like flies”
had an awful significance for us all that year, for they did just
that. Men, women, and children struggled across unknown
deserts to reach the infant civilization they had previously
shunned in the hope that they might find survival. Those
who reached it did survive, but there were many—hundreds,
perhaps thousands—who died in tormented groups around
dry waterholes in a land which had long since ceased to
provide enough food for their natural game. They ate rats
and lizards, dogs and cats—and yet they died, It was a dismal
period; I remember that drought hanging oppressively over us
all. Our sheep were so poor that a leg of mutton didn’t have

enough meat to feed our family. We had a concoction known
as “Drought Pudding”—a blancmange which my mother
renamed because six cows and fifty goats yielded so little milk
between them that it had to be made with condensed milk.
Father went to the storeroom every Saturday morning io
distribute the natives’ rations. Although they had no calendar
and apparently understood little about the division of time,
they knew without fail when Saturday came. My father’s visits
to the storeroom on other days of the week passed unnoticed:
but his arrival there on Saturdays coincided with that of an
assortment of ladies of all ages and sizes carrying tins of all
ages and sizes from discarded pepper tins to kerosene tins.

When he opened the storeroom door and said “Quei”—the
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boriei
:llotl;gmal ";vord for woman or girl—they burst through with
e excitement of more sophisti
ted wom i
" : e phistica en at bargain-
pas esr:;lnt sa:.es in a;)lg city store. Though everyone got exictly
e rations of flour, tea, sugar, and
S » sugar, and tobacco, there was
e to be first served—to i
e —to get the pick of the
o i[;thfli; ::;OI‘IIZI:}.I 1never seemed to understand that quantities
a billycan would scarcely t i
) : : y touch the sides in a
f:tfs?ne tin. Those with smaller tins smiled smugly at m
kemesrs gtix'qerous portions, but the owners of quarter—ﬁllec};
ene tins grumbled openly;
: : y; they would look insi
\ . : inside the
]::;, I;:ilt toftts f}almptmess, and with wrathful glances reproach
er for his favouritism. When
= o . some of the chronic
gered on, hoping he would h:
of heart, he'd o i o T
, pen the window behind the
A e store and shout
or men or boys. On that com
. mand, the
;vg:lvesr; scatc;:ered as though the place had caught fire. Within
conds every quei was out of si .
B of sight and the weis were in
M .
. y father had learnt a few tricks of the trade, He knew, for
Ejlu()ani:ie,t t};at Ender the tribal law certain women were ’not
wed to look at certain men
. , nor the men at th
" : _ at the women,
- allaal lav‘.r was then still paramount, and kinship avoidance
Tflractl.sed as though their lives depended on it
B ‘:t;trlc‘test taboo, even today, is that between a man and
i theyel;;m—la\»v';j:l;fnder the system of promissory marriages
observe, this can become o i
tet perative from the m
i : oment
lax:,::r‘l 1s;}l130r‘n and promised to a certain man. One effect of this
L r1ls X ':11t ;lt prevents the possibility of competition between
nd her mother for the affecti
ion, of the same
i man—a
th:y hreali dacrilger where so often the wife is much younger than
usband and the husband a i
nd mother-in-law
same age. They must theref; i gl
ore neither speak t
Sy ! O nor see one
M ﬂezizm’i tlile Aranda., in our day, took great care to ensure
n't happen. Kinship avoidance extended to certain
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blood relationships as well; it was not surprising, in these
circumstances, that the women scattered like frightened fowls
when the men were summoned.

These taboos caused difficulties when housegirls were being
engaged by my mother. After a few months’ work, the lubras
inevitably came to her with the news that they were leaving,

“Quei, me knock up Tonga work, me go walkabout now;” I'd
hear them say, and then, as an afterthought, “Might-be Polly
come here and work, [ reckon.”

In this situation my mother had learnt to be careful so as
not to upset the tribal sensitivities.

“Very well,’ she'd say, “but is it all right for Polly to look
along Mick?”

Mick, at that time, was the water boy. His duty was to keep
the 200-gallon tank on our veranda filled with water carted in
buckets from a soakage in the river 100 yards away. If Mick
was taboo to the girls there was a daily commotion in the
house. Every time he came into view, carrying his buckets on
a yoke, the girls dashed for cover and stayed in hiding until he
was out of sight again. On the first few occasions, this might
have been funny; after that it became irritating, but there was
nothing my mother could do to avoid it. On one occasion a
temporary housegirl who was caught by surprise at the arrival
of the water carrier ran into the kitchen as though she'd seen
a ghost and dived under my mother’s skirt, Nor would she
emerge until assured that the man had gone.

In this respect washing days were generally bedlam, for
then extra women came from the camp to help with the family
wash. The tubs were adjacent to the tank on the veranda so
that every quarter of an hour, with the arrival of the water-
boy, most of the washerwomen beat a fast retreat while others
not under taboo carried on. I often thought that the girls all
rather enjoyed the excitement and treated it as a huge joke, like
children playing hide-and seek. I was sometimes surprised that

106

Doctor Blackfellows

ﬁsrvev:;:i?tghio;iz?z at 111. 0;1; unfortunate water boy with
umber of fem i i
mothers-in-law seemed to be forevejl:l;;;i;e;:;iioizzt::
lt(ll'nrfl: \I:r.omen were ccTnstantly alert for his arrival. The a;'bitrary
ship .rule made it necessary for him to avoid not only the
wofl;qen in our kitchen but in the staff kitchen as well, A}sr the
staff quarters were between our veranda and the river he had
aInr}ost to circumnavigate the station boundary on eachet ;
while rer-naining constantly alert to avoid a face he shoul:l‘:tl?t,
Zee. I think the po?r man was very happy when my father
ecame aware of his predicament and relieved him of that

duty,

3 c(ij‘fothmg the multitude was a task almost as onerous as
eding them. When John McDouall Stuart and John R
ﬁ;‘st cros‘se‘d the MacDonnell Ranges in the 1860s and 1807308
:alfe:i(t;grtz;;mes they saw were entirely naked. But it didn’t

g for them to put on white men’s cast-off clothes, and
though the result was generally a travesty of sa :

it served two purposes. ronel cegance

The first of these was a concession to the white man’
prudery. Our predecessors had ruled that it was wro E}ns
naturally naked men to remain s0. Wherever pos.siblené‘;hOr
were urged and ordered to wear ragsso thatsheltered Eur(; e
minds might not be corrupted by the sight of human b lc)l?an
The natives, however, needed little urging. e
pragzzais?g:d t1}”1eason they wore clothes was an extremely
- o -~ dz helped to overcome the desert cold, We
e Onutrlc;: : at clothes, even overcoats, helped to keep
B ot e hottest sum‘mer days by preventing the sun

g direct contact with the skin,
In spite of all this, we saw plenty of nakedness. Tribesmen

brought in from the bush b :
th ]
invariably unclad, Y the police for spearing cattle were
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Once a year the camels brought government-issue blankets
and clothing for the natives. There were shirts for the men,
frequently commandeered by the women, and rolls of cheap
navy-blue serge which the government’s housekeepers in
Adelaide intended should be made into skirts...but by whom?
The aboriginal women had never secn a needle and thread, and
even if they had the skilled task of dressmaking would have
been beyond their comprehension. Perhaps it was intended
that each woman should cut off a length of serge, wrap it
around herself, and tie it in place with a piece of grass-string.
In any case, my mother took pity on them as usual and came to
the rescue with her own skill and a small hand-driven sewing
machine she had brought from Adelaide to make clothes for
her family. I wonder what the average mother of today would
say if suddenly confronted with the task of making sixty skirts... _
six would be bad enough, but sixty seemed a monumental & .
undertaking. Yet that is the number she made; I remember -
clearly that the bolt of serge was measured and cut into that
number of skirt lengths. The housegirls took turns to kneel
by the little handmachine and wind frantically to my mother’s
instructions..."quick-time now!”. "all right, slow-feller”

The styles, mind you, weren't exactly what one might have
expected in the latest batch of catalogues from the mail-order
houses in Adelaide, Melbourne, and Sydney, and any self-
respecting Parisian couturiere would have been horrified. The
skirts were little more than serge sacks, hemmed at each end,
one end having a tape which could be drawn into the wearer’s
waist. By this means, mother obviated the necessity for
individual fittings. One size fitted all comers—from a teenage
girl to a portly matron.

Telegraph station buggy outside Wallis’s store, the township’s leading
ERHpNITIENS

This government wagon arrived at the station under 14 camel-powel
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One might have expected some kind of gratitude from
people whose first civilized clothes were being made for them,
On the contrary, they were extremely ungrateful. One old
woman known as “Queen” Luitchira—an honorific accorded
for age rather than status—said disdainfully that the skirts
made the women look “Allasame longa crows” And, to my
mind, that’s just what they did look like—sixty identically
dressed black crows, moving in flocks, and a most depressing
sight, This dismal aspect would have been relieved by a few
bright plain colours, some reds and blues and yellows, but
there it was—navy serge! No wonder the aborigines today
like the strongest possible colours in their clothes. And how
well they look in scarlet shirts and emerald green dresses. But
there was nothing we could do about that in the early 1900s;
we took the government-issue material and did our best with
it; if the natives didn’t like it they had to remain naked.

When my mother had finished the skirts there was a
remnant of serge remaining. She tossed it to me and said,
“There you are, Doris; you can make a pair of pants for Tommy
Bungeye”

Poor Tommy was nobody’s child, a twelve-year-old boy who
had a mixture of Chinese and aboriginal blood in his veins,
and therefore did not fully belong either to the aboriginal or
the European world. His parentage was extremely obscure,
especially on the paternal side; nobody seemed to know where
he had really come from and few seemed to care. Although
he lived in the aboriginal camp he was still something of an
outcast among them and must often have felt totally depressed
by this sense of not belonging to any group. In addition, he
Was cross-eyed and rather a sorry figure. I suppose I had

Two views of the telegraph station in 1907, It was then a bigger place
than the township




previously expressed pity for him and now Idh;d htto ‘jiui:::‘);elc':
i i i . Tommy was delighted,
by making him a pair of pants ’ . )
tge pantsgaloft, and ran around the station calling out: L;f::é
look, drawers!” At least he was the only one w.'ho receive
handout with any show of enthusiasm or gratlFude. i
Every day the housegitls returned to their ciami? ozh iy
i le that before leaving
afternoon rest. It was a strict ru e e
i lothes. My mother knew
must change their house c pul -
they would be filthy w
they were taken to the camp s
i 't gi ambled away. Thes
a few hours if they weren't given or g : 1
the most fashionable worn by
clothes were undoubtedly : . wors
iginal women on the station—a tidy
any of the aborigina i o
i i n’s shirt buttone
of bright print skirt worn over a ma —
i he shirt they wore a ban
neck and the wrists. Over t . o
d a white band aroun
f red and brown bean seeds an :
?orlz;head to keep their hair in place. Some of them, e;pecu;)l?; Ir:
i irl named Amelia, might not have
comparatively pretty gir A
i jah’s palace. But teaching them e
out of place in a Rajah’s pa "
i i id not understand the nece
hygiene was difficuit. They di . : ’
tg %vash All their lives they had done w1th0urtnl::, .anc% CZUMI; ;
: bout it now. Their siesta wi
why they should bother a
:;Znt Lr}: the dust of bush wurlies in the company olf1 d;ﬁensloi
i did wash. They la
nd tribespeople who indeed never
iﬁg:hz ground around their campfires and frequenltjytr;:le::
daily occurrence, but the
into them. Campfire burns were a i
less than others. In any case,
injuries seemed to concern them .
ﬁ:;i they returned to the house before the evening meal ttl't:z
i i hey had been; my mo
re unmistakable signs of where t
‘Ir:r:d to be constantly on the alert to see that they washed before
ing back into the uniform. ) |
Cha:;iinie” shed ask, “have you washed?” Runge was a dear
old soul who was with us for years.

“Yes, Quei’” )
“Runge! True-feller? 1 smell plenty smoke on you.
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Really on her dignity now, Runge would become expan-
sive: “True-feller, Quei. Me bin have big-feller swim”

To an aboriginal whose environment had always been the
arid desert, a wash in an enamel dish might have represented
a big-feller swim, but it wasm’t good enough for my mother,
She realized that in order to keep disease away from us she
must insist on their washing properly; if she wasn't satisfied
that had been done she supervised a second dip, so to speak,

The evening meal and the washing-up had to be finished
early each day so that the housegirls could get back to their
camp before dark. N othing would have induced them tobeout
alone, or even in company, once the light had gone—for it was
then that the malevolent Kadaitcha Man stalked abroad, The
Kadaitcha was an unseen devil with supernatural powers; he
was the tribal bogy man, the triba] executioner (unexplained
deaths were normally attributed to himj , and generally the

terror of the neighbourhood,

The Kadaitcha Man really takes his name from shoes made
of emu feathers, marsupial fur, and sacred blood taken from
men’s arms. I was overcome with revulsion the first time |
Saw 2 pair of these shoes and realized that they'd probably
been worn by a tribal murderer or, more correctly perhaps,
an executioner appointed by the elders, The Kadaitcha Man
who wore the shoes had his little toes treated with hot stones
and dislocated before putting them on. The broken toes
were said to act as €Yyes to prevent a man intent on a stealthy
killing from tripping on stones or twigs and thus betraying his
presence. It was probably the cause of the widespread belief
that a Kadaitcha Man could move without making any sound
whatever. He was not inherently malevolent; in al| cases he
Wwas said to have been sworn to his duty by others and to have
refused to kill would have meant his own death, It wasn’t
surprising, therefore, that the housegirls insisted on being
safely in their camps before the curtains of darkness fell; nor
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was I surprised to find that very few ab(?riginal men walked
around at night except for the most pressing reasons. .
Before long, the skirts my mother made were redu.ci
to rags, and dirty ones at that. Many were converte m;::
“headache” bands known as chilaras and were worn as suc
by men, women, and children. It amused us to see our dr?ss
materials bound around the heads of bearded men, but In;
not sure that it amused my mother quite a’s much;.she }t:a-
worked for hours to make the skirts and didn't appreciate t. eir
destruction. Headache bands, really a form of ornamenta?uim,
are still worn by the tribespeople today, but they use aspgms
instead of bands to drive away aches. When we were t er.e;
the Aranda believed that a headache could be .T,queezed out 1Cl
the band was tied tightly around the forehead; it probal?ly l';
the opposite effect of limiting circulation a'nd aggra.vatmg ; e
trouble. Poor old Runge had the greatest difficulty in keeIl;;nlg1
her chilara; inevitably it was taken from her by h(?r selfis
husband, a spoilt, only son, who regarded her as nothing more
tha"rll'l?ed;?zli.gines made their own chilaras with string
woven from human hair, red ochre, and wax. Some V\lrlelje
quite bright and bound in numerous layers a.round t. delr
heads; the band was sometimes three or four 1nf:he:15 wide.
Women’s long hair was in heavy demand—even mine! {\t one
time I had it growing half-way down my b-a(?k. Old ]mm;{y,
the current water-carrier, saw me drying it in the sun.d :
dropped his buckets, his mouth fell open, and he stared a
i ically. 7 X
§ eféf(t)d-feﬂer string, Doriseel” he said. “You gib me? ]
After my indignant refusal he laughed delightedly “;:.
went on his way. Thereafter we frequentl,y play—actedh'ct hIE
little pleasantry. Every time he saw me he'd go thrcv)ugk. e
actions of rolling string, rubbing his hands down his skinny
old legs, his eyes dancing with fun.
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Alice Springs at the turn of the century wasn't exactly a
mecca for touring concert parties which were then the rage
in the south, Of course, we never saw one; the cost of travel
and the tiny population made it economically impossible. So
we had to make our own fun which, as I've already explained,
often consisted of sing-songs in our home. But don't let it be
thought that we didn’t have concerts; on the contrary, they
were there for the asking almost every night—in the natives’
camp. Their corroborees seemed to be endless. Chanting
and. the clack of beating sticks were so much a part of the
background noises that, as with the song of birds, we soon
became immune and unconscious of them. However, there
were times when, strictly by invitation, we visited the camp
and enjoyed these primitive concerts performed in the dust.

On one occasion Runge, the housegirl, begged Mother
to go to the camp that night to watch a women’s corroboree,
But mother had been subjected to an earlier embarrassing
experience and she wasn't keen to tepeat it. She had gone
with the current governess, Miss Mabel Taylor, and one of the
Operators, Leslie Spicer, and been shocked on arrival to find
that all the women were completely naked.

“No, Runge;” she said firmly. “That other time I £0 you give
me big-feller shame—all those girls with nothing clothes. . ”

Runge obviously remembered that episode and was sorry
for it. But she was terribly anxious that we should see them
dance this particular corroboree.

“You come tonight, Quei, me tellim allabout must wear
shirt, True-feller”

My mother could see that she was sincerely crestfallen by
the refusal, and eventually relented,

“All right,” she said. “Suppos’im you promise to wear shirts
we'll come tonight”

So mother, Miss Taylor, and I, escorted by Leslie Spicer,
appeared at the appointed time in the vice-regal box—or, I
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should say, we sat on an emipty box—and waited for the curtain
to rise and the performance to begin.

The natives, as usual, were in no hurry. Time was the” least
of their worries, The advertised start was “after sur’ldown. That
could be interpreted as seven o'clock or nine o'clock as the
mood suited them. They had no early doors, no last trains Fo
catch, and no thought of tomorrow’s work. They would begin
when they were good and ready and not before. Eventually
we learnt to walk to the camp when it was apparent frf)m th'e
warming-up of the “orchestra”—the Songmfln clt-earlng his
throat and a few tentative noises from the beating sticks—that
the concert was about to start. -

On this occasion the orchestra had taken its p?51UOn in
the pit. The men were clapping their hand§, the .SthkS. \\:rcel
beating, and a Songman was giving forth in a hlgh—pltcd‘e
multisyllabic voice. Then the performers appgared———the la ‘1es
of the ballet, so to speak—and began shuffling and stampm'g

in long lines, the dust rising in clouds around them as thelctl*
feet grooved into the soft red earth. They da‘nced expel.:tly an
well, as the natives always did, but it could‘ just as easily have
been a strip-tease show in a low Parisian dive, From the front
the women all appeared to be as Nature made them; there had
been no attempt at concealment of any kind; and }.ret, true tg
Runge’s promise, they did wear shirts—the sleeves tied aroun
their necks and the rest flapping down their backs. ‘ |
Runge arrived for work next morning burstmfc,r w1t:
pleasant anticipation of Quei's praise. What she heard instea
us disapproval.
waig)fr;}fnge, mg Pproperly big-feller shame!” my mother
Sauc;unge was dismayed but totally perplexed by this attlk
tude. She did not speak, but her face was eloquent. It clearly
said, “How is it possible to please white people? You ask:ed
us to wear shirts and we wore them and now YOL}) say youre
ashamed. What must we do to win your approval?
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These corroborees were not our onlyformof entertainment.
We also had the fun of watching wars, Yes, wars,

Real wars in which people were maimed and sometimes
killed, But unlike the modern variety the lives of non-
combatants were not in danger. Spear-bombs were not
dropped on defenceless women and children; rather, like
the emperors and senators of ancient Rome, we were given
grandstand seats in a vast natural amphitheatre; from these
vantage points we could watch unmolested as the shots were
called and fired. If necessary, I'm sure they'd have waited for
our arrival before beginning.

Runge and the other housegirls arrived for work one
morning bubbling with the news that a war was imminent.
There had been a breach of tribal protocol; either that, or some
local Pearl Harbour had been attacked. In any case, Runge
told us that a “properly big-feller mob” of foreign natives
(they might have been from twenty or thirty miles away) were
coming to fight the station tribesmen. Instead of asking for the
evacuation of all women and children, as might be expected
today, they hurried through the housework in order not to
miss a moment of the approaching battle. Surprisingly, I was
allowed to-skip school for the rest of the day and go with my
young brother, Mort, to watch the fray. He was then about
seven and this was his first taste of war. Seventeen years later,
at the age of 24, he was killed in France in a rather less civilized
battle at Bullecourt,

We followed the women across the river to the Alice Springs
Colosseum~—a line of low hills which gave us a perfect view of
the valley below. This was to be the battieground where the
gladiators would meet and attempt to rend each other apart,
or 50 I supposed. Actually, it didn't turn out quite that way.

A number of women were already in the stands. They were
strangers who had come with the opposition, and we might
have been expected to jeer them, There was a tense air of
expectancy, that eve-of-Waterloo atmosphere preceding even
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the most modest drama. Eventually the combatants appeared,
an equal number to each side which I thought wasjolly sporting
of them. They had obviously not heard of the sophisticated
ideal of European generals who attempted to make war as
unequal as possible by sheer weight of superior numbers. That
would never have done for the Central Australian aborigines.
“Not fair, not properly-way,” they'd have said, and meant it.
Atfirst1 didn't recognize Our Side—the one I was to barrack
for, They had thrown off the filthy old rags I had become
accustomed to and were entirely naked; but their bodies were
painted elaborately with red and white ochre and decorated
with emu feathers, each according to the man’s totem. They
all carried spears and shields and, like the youths of today who
anticipate the celluloid murders of television’s Wild West, [
suppose I looked forward to a gory battle. But in that [ was
disappointed; there was a most unsatisfying anticlimax.

The legions advanced in line abreast towards one another,
brandishing their spears and yelling imprecations which would
probably have been blood-curdling enough if I'd understood
the language. I waited tensely for the spears to be thrown and
for transfixed men to fall and groan. I realize now that if there
had been any such likelihood I'd almost certainly have been
kept well away. I became engrossed by a very aggressive young
man—one of the visiting “baddies”—who was dressed in a hair-
belt with a bunch of long emu feathers fastened to it. These
bobbed up and down over his rear as he strutted boastfully and
shouted what must have been dire insults at one of our station
“goodies” named Bob. To my intense delight, Bob charged this
pretentious braggart with his spear and I thought would have

run him through; but the invader turned and ran like the emu
he'd stripped, his arms flailing as he kept just a spear’s length
ahead, Oh, what delicious excitement this was for our lubras
who screamed their pleasure, especially when every few yards
Bob lunged with his spear and nipped off one of the fleeing
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ft.ea.tf‘lers. I cheered him, too, but still had time to be aware of a
visiting woman beside me who was apparently the Emu Boy'’s
mother; she wailed piteously, a cry which was later translatz;d
to me as “Oh, my poor boy, my poor boy!” And poor boy he
was; when I last caught a glimpse of him thfough the mil}l,in
crowd there were only one or two bedraggled tail feathers Ieftg
and good old Bob looked like depriving him of those, too. H ,
had been well and truly plucked. e
As for spears being thrown in anger—well, that just didn’t
happen, although I was assured thatit often did. This battle was
rather more of a grievance settling than a full-scale war, a local
border incident as we'd say today. I'm told there wouid hav
been a token letting of blood and thereafter all wrongs woulg
be considered redressed. The discharge of steam did them
all good; it made a conversation piece for weeks afterwards
especially the hilarious episode of Bob de-feathering the,
Emu, _and nobody was seriously hurt, The intruders vanished
as quickly as they came, and the inter-tribal relationships
were then said to have been restored, Diplomatic exchan Ie)s
wer“e resumed—in the Aranda-pidgin phrase, all was saiclgto
be “level-feller” And 1 wouldn't be surprised if the visitors
returned to our camp that night, by invitation, for a litt]
conviviality and share-and-share-alike, , :
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Chapter Six
=

PICNICS AND
PICCANINNIES

MY MOTHER'S PATIENCE MUST HAVI'Z BEE}II\I
seriously taxed by the long line of inept recruits 1’:0_ the
position of housegirl. Some stayed for only a few weeks or 3
few months before going on their inevit‘ablﬁ walkab?uts, at{:l
mother then had to go through it all again..No; that ;‘.fn(;t‘t” e
way to wash dishes”.’l want the ﬂoo‘r sw'e?t—not h;: 0l ::hes
“No, the copper stick is not for burning; it's to’ gett edc (;) ]
out”..teaching each cne separately what she'd alref:l y e‘:le
through a dozen times. The women seemed tofally 1nc;:a};;a .
of teaching one another, at least to my mother’s standar sa g
efficiency, so she had to do it herself. | n'lus‘t say that gener S Z
she retained her temper and her equanimity; but there wa
imi r name was Katie.
hmgl?zflgh :ne of the frequent staff shortages, Katie: was l;aui;:
before my mother by her husband as a hopeful asl?xrant or :
position of housegirl. Her qualifications ff)r the job “l;ere é
on the contrary, she started from well behind s‘cratch : ;,ca;}s;
she had never been inside any kind of house in her life. : e:
therefore had to be taught not only the worlf to be (tllonelz ttile
the very walls and cupboards had to be explame.d to fr. Eter
was coy and an incurable giggler whose bouts of manel:daighave
became maddening after the first hour or so. She couldn

120

Picnics and Piccaninmnies

been more than fifteen, but was well and truly “married” in the
tribal fashion to a middle-aged man who already had another
wife and family. There was nothing unusual about that, for the
Aranda were traditional polygamists, but it was surprising that
a husband should be trying to getrid of such a young woman as
someone else’s servant, Mother was reluctant to take her; she
wanted a woman who at least knew the names of the rooms
in a house and wouldn't enter the kitchen when told to fetch
an article from the bedroom, However, the husband was so
keen to get rid of Katie that he literally pushed her inside and,
as far as he was concerned, she was then employed. In more
sophisticated circumstances he would have made an excellent
salesman,

Our first experience of Katie’s capabilities, or lack of them,
occurred on her very first day of duty, While we were at dinner
the baby of the family cried in his cot. Mother called to Katie,
“Bring’em baby alonga me?” and waited hopefully for results.

Time passed and the baby continued to wail, but we thought
Katie must be making progress by the sounds of bumping and
thumping, grunts and giggles on the veranda, Eventually Katie
appeared tugging a large cast-iron boiler across the floor. She
had never heard of a baby, To her they were all piccaninnies.
Apparently the only item she could think of beginning with
“b” was the boiler.

That would have been laughed offif it hadn’t been for Katie's
discovery of scissors and what they were made for. She'd had a
few delightful days exploring the house, poking into cupboards
and drawers which she had no right to open. She had no idea,
of course, that other people’s privacy should be respected;
there was no difference in her mind between opening the
door of a room and the door of a cupboard. So that when she
discovered that scissors were a cutting tool she immediately
put them to use. Unfortunately she chose to try them on new
curtains and a good tablecloth, giving them a fringe in places
where fringes weren’t intended. The damage was bad enough
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in itself, but worse still at Alice Springs because the'm.lrtauncsl
and the cloth would have to be replaced from. zhtlelaude—nan1
the camels weren't due just then. In these c1rcumsta'1n<?es,
wasn’t surprised that my mother rather uncharacteristically
boiled over. -
“Back you go! Back you go at once!” she said, insistent that
i tly.
she should leave the house instan
Poor Katie had to return crestfallen to her lord and master
in the camp, where she would almost certainly have been
iven a good thrashing, ‘ '
: Fortt?nately they weren't all like Katie; her oppoF;lte was
Runge, who stayed with us for years and was as efficient an
: i liable.
loyal as others were silly and unre
yW’hen mother was not feeling well Runge would put he.r
arms around her protectively and say, “You go longa bec.l, Qu‘ell-:
me shepherd’em piccaninnies” And shepherd us she dl.d, wit
all the gentleness and affection of one of our own relatives. !

Shortly after the first World War, long after we had returne‘
to Adelaide, Runge was one of the victims of a pneumo?lc
influenza epidemic which swept through Central Australia.
Hundreds died without medical aid, and dear old Runge was
one of them.

When she knew she was dying Runge sent for my unc'le,
Ernest Allchurch, who was then in charge of the Alice
Springs station., - .

’ “Ygu tell'im Quei me go alonga Jesus,” she instructed hlrfn.

That was a heart-warming message for my mother, who : or
years had gathered the lubras together every Sunday m'ornmg
for simple religious instruction with large coloured pictures
illustrating Bible stories. ) .

1 remember that one of these pictures, of Elijah Pexng fed
by the ravens, made a deep impression on a station lubra

named Polly.
Later, when she gave birth to a son, Polly brought the baby
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to mother to be given a “whitefeller” name. It was accepted
custom for mother to name the aboriginal children, although,
of course, they had their own tribal names. After several years
of this, however, mother’s supply of names was running low
and she couldn’t think of a new one.

Finally she said to Polly, “Well, I don’t know, Polly, what
Name can we give him?”

“TinK'it ‘Lijah good-feller name, Quei?” she said hopefully.

“Elijah! That’s a Biblical name. Why do you want that
name?”

Polly knew exactly why she wanted her son to be called
Elijah, “Spose’im sit-down longa bush and got nothing tucker,
God send’im tucker longa crows if call'im name ‘Lijah.”

So Elijah he was, and he grew into a fine man. He was one
of the few Central Australian aborigines who enlisted in the
army in the first World War,

Our horse-riding days were not without minor tragedies.
The first of these occurred when I was learning to ride on a
quiet old mare soon after we arrived. One day I ignominiously
fell off, or was thrown off, and cut my ankle badly on a sharp
flint. Subsequently it was balm to my wounded pride to learn
that the accident happened because a stirrup strap broke; but
that didn’t help the injured flesh, especially when my father, in
his inexperience, drenched it liberally with arnica, which was
for use only on unbroken skin. That was roughly equivalent to
pouring in salt, although at the time thought that nothing could
have been worse than the arnica, a tincture of wild tobacco,
which scarified me like red-hot needles. My yells ran through

the station and must have penetrated the native camp and even
the township. Thereafter, my father apparently unwilling to face
his daughter’s screams, the duty of dressing my wound fell to
the senior operator, Jim Field. [ was pleased to know that he'd
had more experience than my father at bush aid, and the arnica
was replaced by iodoform, a more soothing powder.
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Iwas laid up foralong time, but as soon as I was welt e.nough
I was in the saddle again, riding out through the hills with s
scarlet-coated escort. Oh yes, we had an aboriginal escort in a
scarlet coat. He looked almost as impressive as the }VIarqter of
a Hunt Club, or the Clerk of the Course at Ascot. It’s dlf.ﬁcult
to believe now, but postmen in Adelaide once wore a uniform
of scarlet coats finished with brass buttons, When these were
discarded for something more practical, an inspired official
had them all sent to the Overland Telegraph stations: for use by
the native employees. Our grooms were the natural inheritors.
For a time we really cut a dash as we rode thr(?ugh the small
township escorted by a resplendent aborigi.nal in scarl.et co.at,
turned-up hat, riding breeches, and leggings. Nothing like
it had been seen in Central Australia. When we ﬁrst rode
down the Todd and along the street towards Heavitree GElip
the mouths of those residents who saw us dropped open in
surprise almost as though a company of the Horse Guards 'ha;‘d
suddenly been transported from Whitehall. But, as we r.mg t
have expected with the aborigines, in no time a'f all ?harhe t%le
groom arrived for duty one morning dressed in his old shirt
and trousers and looking more like a disreputable tramp than
t equerry.
N el\)(fl%::ll w(icl askZd what had happened to the unif;?rm he
replied unashamedly, “Paddy bin win'im longa euc‘hre.
“Oh, did he!” my father exploded. “Well, you just go and
win him back again. I don't care how—but you see you get
niform.
that’[huat was more easily said than done. The complete
ensemble had disappeared as if by magic and we never SAW
any of it again. Either Charlie was a better loser th:cm a w1nnfer,
in which case it’s surprising that he didn’t lose his own shlrF
and trousers too, or the uniform had been passed to another
camp and perhaps even to another tribe for trade goods.
Charlie returned to face the music and was soundly berated

124

Picnics and Piccaninnies

by my father, but at least we couldn’t say that he hadn't tried
to improve his appearance., During his absence he had washed
his own clothes and returned wearing them—dripping wet.

It seems incredible now that natives who'd had only spas-
modic contact with Europeans for thirty years should have
so quickly acquired the white man’s instinct for gambling,
None of them could count beyond five, and yet they said they
played euchre which involyed the ability to add and subtract
and to recognize the value of cards being played into a ring.
This always puzzied us. I think they must have used the name
euchre because they had heard it at the station in relation
to cards; they probably played a much less complex game
in which counting may not have been important, Whether
that was so or not, there is no doubt that they were incurable
gamblers. As they had no money they exchanged trade goods,
food, clothes, and even wives, In time we got used to seeing
treasured finery, which had been given to men and women
for services rendered, being worn by various lucky winners;
in fact, it seemed inevitable that clothes we gave away could
never remain in the possession of the recipient. That being so
it often seemed futile to make such presents.

Throughout our stay in Alice Springs we had to make our
own fun. The beach was a thousand miles away. Radios and
Motor cars were still things of the future. We had no theatre,
no church, no milk bar, no dance hall—none of those amenities
which provide diversions for today’s youth. We were cast
upon our own resources and we made the most of it. School
hours were shortened on Wednesdays so that we could go
for a ride through the hills or along the river; Saturdays were
often set aside for the special treat of a bush picnic. Nowadays
people rush off to the hills at fifty miles an hour, stop at a
roadhouse for a meal, and rush back again. They might travel
two hundred miles or more in a day but seem to see little apart
from the black-tarred roads most of them stick to. They come
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home suffering from nervous strain and probably frightened
by near-misses which could have been bad accidents. Our
picnics were really worthy of the name; they were restful and
delightful and we returned tired but refreshed. We had time
to explore, to prospect for minerals if we felt like it, or simply
to lie in the warm sun until we were toasted or went to sleep.
"There was never any hurry. We went on picnics as though we
were going out to enjoy ourselves, and we invariably did. My
mother prepared hampers which made feasts of our picnic
lunches—with a proper tablecloth laid out on the sand and
food in bottles and jars and bags, and smoky billy tea with
delicious scones. Well, yes, the flies were bad at times but
we kept them at bay with gumtip switches. Often three or
four families went out together on combined picnics, a most
civilized form of social intercourse which regrettably appears
to have passed from the lexicon of fun.
In spite of that it's a wonder our very first communal picnic,
soon after we settled down, didn’t discourage us forever. 'l
never forget it. We had one to Emily Gap in the MacDonnell
Ranges in two buggies. Mrs Charles Brookes, wife of the police
constable, drove from their camp at Heavitree Gap with her
four children and an aboriginal horseboy. On the way through
Alice Springs she picked up Mrs Charles Meyers, wife of the
saddler, and her two children. We contributed seven: my
mother, the governess, four children, and jack Supple, one of
the operators, who drove us in the station buggy. What a day
he must have had, with four women and ten children on his
hands! However, I've always believed that telegraph operators
were a longsuffering lot; he came along uncomplainingly and
submitted to the kind of torture that grown men can expect
from children.
We had an extremely pleasant day in the shadow of the
ranges, searching for lizards when the mood was upon us, but
most of the time we lazed and ate. The trouble began after
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$:r:t§:;g1:al harnessed the horses for the return trip and we
e dezidc; I;;:fe. At that moment the fractious police camp
e that home' was never like this and that Emily
iy e{h. This was unusual behaviour. Horses
S excuy 'anxmus to. get back to their home pastures
e co;rx N ars:ion, but this was certainly an exception, They
refused to budZe :?:}ff;j l?:fciln{::ggEddbt;t g B
' ; ensed that the o i
;r::; ;gﬂs?; :::rrlsc: na;n expfi‘fiznced bushman, The bl:gg:dv:f::
€ washed-out gutters, dusk i
and the road hom ; O R
nee;\c/l{ed to be nego:i;::; ?nrcc{);fglihgll:tu Fy traclcwhich R
rs Brookes was an excitable ‘wo
e Mr . man and we tho
dr: ni;r;lt?gﬂbiiome hysterical. On the contrary, she declzfelgC
j - aricet gz : a}tl she and the children would camp where they
e o Wen;gdt. As she hgd lived in the Centre longer than
s tl dnot argue. In any case, it seemed the only
- arounﬁ oﬁ 0, although when we were safe at home and
i 1a dre | thougflt of her out there alone with the
. .an' where W‘Tlld aborigines still wandered. All
- i)}llcmc food, dried-out by exposure to the air, was
ol pelxsl the BI‘(?OkES, as were all our rugs and coats and
b ugs ) : ?t might help them through the cold night. The
Someho“: pﬂc;t: i(::: ;er; ;;hsz gt;; Milyers family was included,
and away we went,
:;i :g:l;);rtlhBrf)okes family to spend a lonely night, gince the
a reascmablee internal combustion engine it has alwayé been
- excus? for c.lelay to say that the motor broke
| thw was it possible to explain that the horses broke
i e)crl run out of fuel? Not a bit of it; rather were
. tr;lee " f;ioi ;tla}ty Iftround & good bowser. They weren’t
was that the horsepower 1::2 ?aﬁ:tl.t i a2l
’ Tl;r:lrkness had fallen before we saw dim lights. Hundreds
ives” dogs yelped at the unseemly intrusion as we drove

leaving

127




through the camp, and their owners, rudely awakened, gave us
a long harangue on what they thought of people who travelled
at night. Fortunately we didn’t understand Aranda, and what
I feel sure was abuse was lost on us. But it wasn't lost on the
sensitive horses, which shied and became skittish and gave
Mr Supple some trouble. The poor man must have anticipated
being rid of us; however, he had another act of gallantry to
perform before he could be let off the leash. Mrs Meyers had to
be driven home. And on the way she remembered that before
leaving that morning she had seen a snake slither into her
bedroom. Her husband was away at Haasts Bluff...and would
Mr Supple mind having a look...He looked while we watched
from a safe distance; there was no snake in the bedroom and
prodding with a stick produced nothing from a near-by hole.
So Mrs Meyers had to be left alone with her babies with the
knowledge that a live snake was some-where in the vicinity...
but that was part of the price all women paid when they came
to the outback. The thought of snakes couldn’t have worried
her too much though; after taking her children south to be
educated Annie Meyers returned to Alice Springs and ran a
boarding house for many years. In the days when food lacked
variety and was often hard to get at all, running a boarding
house for hungry men might have been a haunting experience
worse even than the threat of snakes.

Next morning a rescue party, which included several good
horsemen, went to Emily Gap to help Mrs Brookes. They
found that she had spent most of the night rigging sheltere
over her children to prevent their being moonstruck. This was
a derangement of the mind which, according to a widespread
belief of the times, was caused by excessive exposure to the
moon. She believed it and, what’s more, so did I. From thak

time on I always rigged a parasol over me when sleeping in
the open. The horses behaved like lambs when harnessed onee

more, apparently recognizing the voice of authority among
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Our expert teamsters. After what must have been g terribl
mgl}t for her, Mrs Brookes was delivered to the police cam ;:
don’t remember her ever coming on another picnic and P-,
say that I blamed her, -

Like Mrs Meyers, she must have been terrified that sh
or her children would be bitten by snakes while sleepin on
the ground. We saw them frequently at the telegraph stafi oy
gen.erally on the veranda of the office. I remember theo eraton’
saymg‘ they believed the snakes were attracted by th: tickiorf :
;f t1I:he fnstruments. One of the operators, Phillip Squire, was g
i g disconcerted one night to find a snake coiled on the back
of his chair and curiously looking over his shoulder. Perk ;

they could read Morse code and were interested in t‘he wi a};;
news streaming through, N

I{‘l later years Mrs Brookes developed serious eye trouble
as dlfi 'many of the people who went to Central Australia, Th, :

al?ortgmes suffered badly from trachoma, an infectious. .

disease like an advanced form of sandy blight. After my £ tliye

had consulted specialists in Adelaide by telegraph, Mrs groaok::
was persuaded to go away for treatment, Mrs Meyers took the
two youngest children to live with her, and mother brought

the two eldest to the station to live with us. They also sh : d

our scho.ol lessons—the first they'd ever had. Mrs Brookisare

responding to treatment in Adelaide when she heard that thv:::

I\;\rere sevel'"al cases of typhoid fever at Alice Springs. This must
ave worried her to distraction, especially as she wasn't able t

Zpeak to her children and be reassured by them, All we coil:i)

| }?ewcii s;r:(:;elegrams to say they were all right, Nevertheless,

- Oi " e n.ext fortnightly train to Oodnadatta and came

ke e mail buggy. Poor woman, she paid dearly for her
olish impulse. She soon had to return to Adelaide for furth

treatment and eventually lost her sight. N

In the early years, Mrs Meyers was my mother’s closest

Woman friend. Just how close that relationship was can be
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gauged from the fact that they helped one another through
various confinements in a land where the nearest doctor was
more than three hundred miles away. John Flynn’s Australian
Intand Mission reached the Centre only after we had retarned
to Adelaide. My mother gave birth to three children while
we were at the telegraph station, and each time she was
assisted only by Mrs Meyers. This saved the eighty-mile drive
to Hermannsburg Mission, as Mrs Meyers had done for her
earlier confinements, But it is not difficult to imagine the
mental stress these women were subjected to in the knowledge
that if complications occurred skilled medical aid would be
out of reach.

Asthe Bradshaw numbers increased-—there were eventually
four boys and three girls at Alice Springs—the station buggy
was found to be too small to accommodate us all. My father
bought quite an historic one to replace it. An early governor of
South Australia, Lord Kintore, had driven overland from Port
Darwin to Adelaide in 1891. The buggy he used was brought
back to Central Australia in 1901 by Professor Sir Baldwin
Spencer and Mr F. J. Gilien during their second expedition
among the aboriginal tribes, and when they had done with
it my father took it over from them. If still in existence the
old buggy would be a museum piece; it was so heavy that five
horses instead of the usual four were needed to draw it and the
load of Bradshaws.

Simpson’s Gap, about’ fifteen miles from the telegraph
station, was the farthest limit for a day’s picnic, and even then it
had to be saved for special occasions. Thirty miles in a day witha
full load was as much as the horses could manage. Although I've
never been back to Alice Springs, I'm told that Simpson's Gap
can be reached today in twenty minutes. I feel sure the people
who go there in that time don't have half the fun we had. The
dry bed of the Todd, with its shady river gums and lovely ghost
gums, provided wonderful picnic spots almost anywhere alang
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its length. Qur favourite was Wigley Waterhole, a few miles
north of the station; it was not only a most picturesque place
but had the novelty of water as well, Only those people who
have lived in a vast arid region for any time will appreciate how
we felt about being able to splash in a waterhole occasionally
Our dried-out spirits were resurrected by the very sight of it.
and lathering our bodies and washing away the dust amounteci
to what was little less than a religious rite.
. Imagine how we reacted, therefore, when storm clouds
infrequently formed over the Centre and the skies poured
forth enough water for the Todd and Charles rivers to cascade
through the hills, Unfortunately, the flow seldom lasted more
than about twenty-four hours; after that a tew rockholes would
remain filled but the rest of the water soon disappeared into
the thirsty sand. That happened at the Wigley, too. My diar
for 6th January, 1906, reminds me; !
“Started for the Wigley about 3 o'clock. Mort, Consie
and I rode, while others came in the buggy. Hardly an}:
water there. But on the way back we saw two snakes,”
[As though that was compensation.] ‘
“January 8: Started school this morning. Temperature
107 degrees”
“ January 23: Only 112 degrees today” [I can’t remem-
ber why [ included the “only” in that entry unless the
previous few days had been hotter still ]
My diary seems to have been largely preoccupied with a
discussion of the weather, as if that would interest posterity.
However, it has been a pleasant experience to read again
my youthful reactions to the winter cold and the roaring log
fives, to the storms we were caught in while riding, and to the
apparently interminable picnics.
“August 23: Went for a little picnic at the wood near
Stuart Claypans in the township. [Now East Side, Alice
Springs.] As soon as this was decided we had to let Mrs

131




Meyers know, of course, so we sent her a paper-yabber
wedged in a cleft stick and carried by a black boy. He
was fortified for his long walk with a stick of tobacco as
pay and went away happily enough.”

I remember that Mrs Meyers walked over and spent the
day with us. We might all have been much more comfortable
either at her home or at the telegraph station, where at least
we would have had some refuge from the ants if not from the
flies. But we enjoved romping in the bush and the al fresco
meals and, as I said, there were few other diversions. Despite
Mr Stipple’s experience, the men on the station were all very
good-natured about our picnics; with the exception of the
operator on duty they came with us frequently, riding ahead
and behind like a Royal escort, but generally behind to save
us from their dust. Three children, including myself, normally
formed part of the mounted escort.

On “big” picnic days there was no more important man on
the station than Harry Kunoth—and he knew it! His expert
handling of the horse teams was a delight to watch. At an
appointed hour Harry would arrive near the kitchen door
in the new buggy hauled by its team of five, There mother
superintended the packing of the tucker boxes into the tray of
the buggy. Picnics always meant more work for her than for

anyone else; she did all the baking and then prepared the food
she had cooked; at the picnic site she laid it out and served
it, then repacked what was left for the trip home—althoughl
must say there were seldom any leftovers, She never allowed
the aboriginal women to handle our food. The remoteness
of medical aid made the possible transference of disease #
paramount consideration, and the natives still had a long
way to go in their understanding of hygiene. After the tucker
boxes were aboard, the children, from four to seven of us, the
governess, an aboriginal woman, and finally mother climbed
up. Although she travelled thousands of miles in buggles
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dluring our nine years in Central Australia, she never became
:h osely attf':lched to the horses and couldn’t distinguish any of
em (El)y S:lght. But she did know she disliked a skittish mare
:ta;me ‘]til;na, a flighty show-off constantly hogging centre-
g€ with her antics. She was bad-tempered
be Sroroughiy . p as well and could
Mother feared the worst each time Harry said, when it
wa; heF tul:,n to.board, “Get up quickly as you can Missus
er)l 'ql‘uetll}}r,l while never taking his eyes from two nervous
original horseboys at Diana’s head, trvi i
¥ e g » trying vainly to anchor
- .Nol:v, Harry, you haven’t got that Diana in the team
aln, have you?” she’d ask, never real i i
e eally knowing which one
- Of c?urs.e not, Missus,” Harry would lie comfortingly.
A 0u¥dnt Fhmk of it. You right now?” Then he'd tighten up
e rems,‘gwe Diana a special flick to show her who was boss
and the picnic would be off to a flying start. ,
I;dy father escaped the Picnics as often as possible, He never
could see any sense in them. He was a phlegmatic, studious
Elar;, who would rather spend his leisure with Dickens in
ngland or Conrad on the high seas than be cast upon the
mercy of flies, ants, and fretful children, However, it would
never have'done for us if he'd always stayed behind, so he
tame occasionally (if only to take a photo) and submitted with
good grace to the torments that beset him.
P Onf plcmc. at Simpson’s Gap got this simple entry in his
iary: “All station to Simpson’s Gap picnic”
, .IFSt the bare statement of fact. No imagination, and cer-
alnly no enthusiasm —almost a “th. at ?
e ank goodness that’s over
Buf{my diary for the same date waxes positively lyrical:
. Mr Henry Pltz‘, the manager of Undoolya station, came
In yesterday with the horse he promised I should ride
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to the Simpson’s Gap picnic. Bluey is a grand horse!
Mr Fitz wanted me to try riding in a man’s saddle but I
wouldn’t [being a perfect lady at 15] so he put my side-
saddle on him and I had a canter. Bluey is just lovely.
We got a good start for the picnic. Mr O’Grady from the
Arltunga goldfield was waiting in the township to join
us. Bluey was pulling and wanting to race, but behaved
when asked. He had been used to pace racehorses. It was
lovely and we had such fun. In the evening, after we'd
ridden home, everyone came to tea at the station, and
afterwards we had a sing-song. Had a lovely evening.’

I wonder how many fifteen-year-olds today would find
such fun among a crowd of grown-up men and women?
We always looked forward to Mr Fitz’s visits; he was a gay,
grey-moustached man with a rollicking Gaelic manner.

Mr Standish John O’Grady was manager of the battery
at the Arltunga goldfield, about fifty miles away, Like Mark
Twain, he once had the privilege of reading in the newspaper
a report of his own death. The report, as Twain said of his, was
grossly exaggerated. He died in Adelaide in 1963.

Arltunga was a flourishing goldfield before the turn of the
century, but because it was more than a day’s drive away we
seldom went there, although I have vivid memories of the field.
Gold from the mines—thousands of pounds worth—was sent

in the buggy mail to Oodnadatta once a fortnight. And without
an escort. It seemed like an open invitation for men cast in the
same mould as the goldbushrangers of eastern Australia, and
yet I never heard of a pennyweight being reported missing.
One good reason, of course, was that anyone who robbed the
coach was prevented by the desert from taking a route other
than the single track that led into Oodnadatta or back to Alice
Springs. Gold won't buy water in that country.
It was taken for granted after a special picnic for visiting
men—our equivalent of todays barbecues and cocktail
parties—that everyone would come back to the station for &
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smg-sfong; it was also taken for granted that anyone who could
icr::r::tllaliu? v?'ould bring his music or his instrument and share
- a: 2;1;:35;%:0}123 ?ii; th:: rfiendon the telegraph staff, and
; € trained voices, certainly th.
of most of the people who are called “ ,- ”y ing -
the present radio programmes, N:rddi:iviﬁel}(fngrzznit F:‘;fers o
to sob, gyrate, gesticulate, or affect long hair-dos; what's ZF;ZTY
tt?vz s:fntis they sang are as imperishable now as then, One oelj
> Ot the men were violinists, and the governess was alwa
3 pranist, as many women were in those days. Later I had 3::
w(f)en}"g ;l];are ahs acc?mpanist when I was sufficiently proficient.
L ought a piano from the Gillens on our arrival in 1899;
i » ike everything else, must have been carted in a horse-
tri;w;e\:igo%no S:CLV sac;n;etime.s it Thowed the signs of this long
5 : too critical, realizing that piano ty
;:;r:u u;ll:;lov::e ;n Alice Springs. One of the qlilaliﬁcat:rr::
J tfe "rnesses was that they must be able to play
g o E{){ang so‘, In turn, I was taught by Miss Bertha
g ,T " Sle Lonigrave, Mrs Louisa Cornock, and Miss
Bingge; ;:; ourffavourite entertainers was Mr Fitz, He was the
- o y of my You'th amfl I never tired of listening to him. I
ys wheedled him into singing several parodies, includj
one sung to “In the Gloaming™: e
“On the ocean, oh my darling,
Cling not quite so close to me,
For I often at short warning
Wish to view the deep blue sea”

Then he'd lie back in hi ir, pipe i

iy in his armchair, pipe in hand, and sing very
‘ “Oh bairnies, cuddle doon,

‘\thhldall the charm of his Irish-Scots ancestry. Perhaps he
ould launch into a recital of funny experiences which had

befallen him, and funnier people he'd encountered; he'd enjoy
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the memory so much and laugh so heartily that. he could gasp
only a few words at a time; we would become 1.nfected b‘y hllS
hilarity and laugh with him until we were all quite hysten.ca .
How naive it all sounds now; but remember we had neither
radio nor gramophone; we'd never heard a pop singerioreven
an honest old crooner like Bing Crosby; we ce:rtamiy”had no
conception of what would be called “entertainment” half a

century later.

Once we became amateur speleologists and explored caves
at Temple Bar, south of the MacDonnell Rapges. Our lead(?r ;;n
this expedition was Mr H. J. Hillier, an English teacher at. Finke
River Mission, Hermannsburg, and a wellknown naturallst: He
was also an artist who did more than two thousand .equISlte
drawings of Central Australian insects and othmj specimens for
the British Museum. Now he was looking for whlite bats—weird
parchment-coloured creatures known to inhabit the caves.

The caves had never been explored. Rath‘er than caves;
they looked more like tunnels leading from a pit on.the Emily
Plain. Hillier thought they may have been an ancient creek

which had subsided.

bec}t was all terribly exciting. We crawled in on our hands
and knees, and in very confined passages had to drop a}most
to our faces. Each of us carried a candle to test the air; we
knew that if they sputtered and went out there w?uld be
insufficient oxygen to keep us alive. As we got farther 1nt0.the
dirty dark hole I looked forward more and more to the tml}i
when we would turn back for the exit. And how thankfu

was that the bats were not at home; I had spent much of the
time underground telling myself not to yell if one struck e,
| was also relieved to emerge again into the‘sx‘,veet-smelhn'g
air-—but not half as glad about it as an aboriginal horseboy
who went with us but refused to enter the caves, As far as
he was concerned, evil spirits dwelt there and he wanted no
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part of them. I'm sure he thought that we would all be gobbled
up. While we were inside he took the horses well away from
the entrance, not because of better grazing for the animals
but because he wanted to put as much country as possible
between himself and the entrance,

One afterncon we rode to Undoolya station to see Mr
Fitz, only to find that he was away on a mustering trip with
all his stockmen. But the cook, Charlie Towers, entertained
us at afternoon tea in the kitchen. From there I could just see
his small adjoining room, which to my fascination was lined
from floor to ceiling with beautifully bound books, He was a
tall, bearded man, one of those mysterious Englishmen who
drifted to the outback—presumably as far as they could get
from their homeland—and stayed there, My father knew more
about Charlie Towers than any of us. As a special magistrate he
had witnessed the signing of documents in which Charlie was
said to have renounced his claim to a title and a large estate
in England; but father was as maddeningly uncommunicative
about Charlie’s real identity as he was about the daily news
of the world passing through the telegraph station. We never
did find out. Nevertheless, I had seen enough to know that
Charlie had the benefit of a superior education, That rough
stone homestead at Undoolya must have been a humble place
after the great halls he'd been used to. And one knew just by
speaking to him that his rank was Gentieman as well as Camp
Cook. The camel-freight on his books alone must have cost a
small fortune,

Inspired by an article in an English children’s magazine, 1
Once organized a paper-chase on horseback. The two “foxes”
led us through the township and Heavitree Gap to the vicinity
of Mount Blatherskite, but the English author of the game
hadn't reckoned on a hawk-eyed Australian bushman joining
in. Harry Kunoth rode with us as one of the “hounds” and
didn't bother to glance at the paper clues scattered by the
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“foxes” as they travelled. He rode at a hard gallop over rocky
hills and through the scrub, simply following the tracks
left by the leaders. We arrived at the finishing point almf)st
simultaneously. When I thought of the hours I'd wasted tearing
up paper it seemed a decided washout.

What fun we had, though, when dozens of wild donkeys
were rounded up by the stockmen and brought in from the
bush. Some of the men and two or three young Brads}}aws
managed to get on their backs, but I was fifteen, the digmﬁeg
eldest member of the family, and I had to "know my place!
Anyway, that was a good excuse for not trying tc'> ride one
myself. I was a little disconcerted by the pandemgmum as the
donkeys galloped around the station in all directions, almost
colliding at corners, the riders yelling at each (?ther as they
tore past without hope of guiding the reinless ammais.‘

During the short time they were kept on the station the
donkeys grew quite docile. One of the stockmen made a small
go-cart for the younger children; equipped with four wire and
two wooden wheels which had been painstakingly fashioned.
A donkey was then harnessed to the cart, the children piled
aboard, and they were led around by an aboriginal. It became
the family pram.,

As my younger brothers and sisters grew older the).r each
learnt to ride; they also learnt the art and the meaning f)f
mischief. Modern youth has mischief tailor-made for him in
the big cities; but in Alice Springs sixty years ago it had t.o be
invented. Let me say that my brothers and sisters sometimes
showed that they were inventive geniuses. Their childhood
was ideally happy, and full of interest. But there had to be

added spice to compensate for the drudgery and dullness of
school lessons given by untrained teachers without any of
the present-day aids. Perhaps that explains a plan I o?rerheard
being hatched by the younger children which was intended
to discourage the newest governess from settling down, or
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at least from getting the impression that she was teaching a
family of tame little angels. I felt it was time for intervention
when they agreed that the governess should be greeted on the
first day or so by being lassoed.

“And Pl tie her to a tree” one of the boys said,

“Yes, and while you're doing that I'll sool snakes on her;
another said.

Of course, nothing of the kind was allowed to happen,
Governesses, whether trained teachers or not, were far too
precious to be made to feel that they should catch the first
buggy back to Adelaide, One of them almost did when she
discovered on her first evening that tea was invariably served
at 5.30 p.m.

“It's not civilized to eat at such an unearthly hour she
complained.

But she had the choice of eating then with the rest of us,
or getting her own meal later and doing her own washing up.
The housegirls had to be back in the camp before dark; that
was an inflexible requirement dictated by the nocturnal habits
of the Kadaitcha Man, and in time even the governesses came
to accept it. At 5.30 Cookie Lloyd hit an iron triangle with
a bar. Nobody could possibly use the excuse that he or she
hadn’t heard the gong—it could be heard in the township two
miles away.

The hours between tea and bedtime were the happiest of
the day—a period of enchantment of the simplest kind that
was our equivalent of the children’s session and horse operas
on television. Before darkness fell the men joined the children
in a games session, whether cricket, rounders, throwing the
ball, or foot-racing. Occasionally we had firecrackers, until
one night when Harry Kunoth’s pet foxterrier, Tike, caught a
double-bunger in its mouth and held it there until it exploded.
The dog was badly burnt, and for a long time thereafter was a
very subdued animal.
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At dark the younger children were sent to bed at once
and [, even at sixteen, had to follow not a minute later than
nine o'clock. In this respect I was strictly controlled by the
governess and not by my parents. 'm sure she never knew
how often I shook my fist at her as I went,

But between dark and the time when I had to le:ave t‘here
was generally an hour or two for yarning, The.men invariably
drifted over to our communal veranda from their own crtamped
quarters to enjoy the evening air and the comradeship of a
handful of people with common interests who found themselves
a thousand miles from their homes. Deck chairs were dr'awn
close together, symbolizing the harmony of our self-contained
community. Pipes were lit and the tranquil stillness was allowed
to immerse us all for long periods before anyone spoke. And
when someone at last broke the silence it might have been to
talk of sealing wax, or cabbages, or kings—but most p'robably
it was about the horses or the bullocks or the omnipresent
O.T. Line. There might be stories of earlier days and strange
experiences, of queer characters and queerer p‘lacest. And I
would sink deepdown into my deck-chair, remaining silent l?ut
absorbing all, as inconspicuous as I could be while dre‘admg
that detested “Time for bed, Doris!” The governesses, w'1th0ut

consulting a watch, seemed to know clairvoyantly that in one
minute the clock would strike nine. They gave me that much
grace! Meanwhile, I enjoyed every moment.

A voice, low and unhurried and interrupted by puffs on a
pipe, would come from the depths of a chair:

“You know...the best horseboy I ever had at Barrow Creek
had a tail...an extra joint in his spine. Now that’s a fact. It
protruded so much that he couldn’t ride a barebacked horse
and we had to cut a hole in the seat of the saddle he used. But
nothing on four legs could throw him..it seemed to ancho%'
him there, and he did a marvellous job” The speaker may have
been Jim Field or Leslie Spicer, both of whom served at Barrow
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Creek, but you knew who spoke only by the tone of voice. The
face was invisible except when occasionally illuminated by a
match being applied to a cold pipe.

And from another chair: “Did 1 ever tell you about Charlie
Brookes the policeman taking a tracker and another boy out
to the western MacDonnells to search for six cattle killers?”

A question there, but nobody answered; it wasn't neces-
sary; even if the story had been told a dozen times we could
listen again.

“Well, when they got to the locality where the natives
were hiding Charlie. camped at a waterhole and, as usual,
gave his trackers a rifle each and told them to go and bring
in the killers. They returned the same afternoon. Charlie was
surprised to see them so soon, but more surprised still to find
they no fonger had the rifles.

“Which way those prisoners?” he asked.

Him come be’hind?

“Which way rifles?”

“Bin leave’im longa those cattle killers; him bin want to
shoot kangaroo!

“Well, Charlie wasn't too happy at being left with nothing
but his revolver. But at sunset the six boys came in, carrying
two kangaroos and the rifles, and submitted quietly to being
handcuffed and chained to a tree, They were each given six
months in gaol at Port Augusta and had to walk to Oodnadatta;
when they got there a mistake in their committal papers was
discovered so they walked back to their own country. That was
six hundred miles they walked in a few weeks. Think of that!”

I thought about it all right. I could think of nothing else,
and before my eyes I saw again those pulped human feet I'd
seen at Oodnadatta on the day we arrived.

Then there was another voice: “Out at Owen Springs
station one time Spence Gall, the manager, caught a tenfoot
snake—not venomous. Spence knew a zoologist was on the

[0}
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way from the south...a professor bloke...and he thought he'd
be glad to have the specimen, so he kept it in a box on the
veranda for a few weeks. Fed it on mice and all sorts of things.
Well, when the professor came he had only packhorses and
no means of carrying the snake alive, and he didn’t have the
right stuff to preserve its skin. So they let it out and watched it
crawl over the creek to its lair. But apparently that snake had
lost interest in the wide open spaces; next morning it was back
in the box”

My father chuckled. It reminded him of a story, he said. “A
chap from Hergott Springs told me about two men who were
driving along in a cart...

“Doris, it's time for bed”

“..and they saw a perentic, a giant goanna you know,
and thought it would be fun to run over it, But the perentie
had other ideas; it ran up and into the cart and the two men
scrambled out in a panic..”

“Doris!...”

“...the old horse just kept jogging on, leaving them gazing
after the perentie in full possession, sitting up on the seat with
a slightly surprised look as it moved its head from side to side,
wondering whether it should pick up the reins or not...oh, yes,
goodnight Doris’

And as I walked to bed I was aware that the infrequent
sounds from the natives’ camp had ceased. The silence of the
vast country had grown deeper. The stars were so brilliant
and so apparently close that they seemed not countless but
countable. Soon the little station in the, heart of Australia
would be silent too, the only light in the office, the only sounds
the soft incessant ticking of the Morse instruments, watched
by the lone man on duty, and his steps every four hours as
he went quietly across to the weather compound to take his

observations and relay them to Adelaide.
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IE EVER I FEEL NOSTALGIC ABOUT THE YEARS
at Alice Springs I have only to open my own diary or my
father’s. Then at once I am transported back through half a
century of time and a thousand miles of the outback to the tiny
settlement that was my home for nine years—and although I
‘haven't returned since we left in 1908 I can see it as clearly as
if it all happened last week.

Hundreds of unimportant incidents that would otherwise
have been forgotten are preserved for ever in these pages. 1
would never have remembered that a well-known geologist
Dr Charles Chewings, arrived in December 1902 to super:
intend operations at the Winnecke goldfield, or that my father
opened a post office there in September 1903. Here again I
see a note about the tremendous undertaking of carting the
treatment plant to Winnecke from the Qodnadatta railhead,
The smaller parts could be catried on camels after dismantling,
bu.t the huge boiler weighing several tons which was used to
dr‘lve the machinery had to be brought in a wagon. On that
trip Dr Chewings and his assistants were six weeks crossing
the Finke River alone.

I might have forgotten the visit by the South Australian
Government geologist, H. Y. L. Brown, who came on camels in
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June 1902 for his regular inspection of mines in the Northern
Territory. After visiting Arltunga and Winnecke he then left
for Kurundi goldfield two hundred miles to the northwest.

I see that Professor Sir Baldwin Spencer and Mr E. . Gillen
were with us in April 1901, Mr Gillen had already collaborated
with Professor Spencer on their book, The Native Tribes of
Central Australia, and he had now been given a year’s leave of
absence from the PM.Gs Department for further field work
among the aborigines.

There are notes on line inspections, the movement of sheep
and horses to other telegraph stations, reports of court cases
in which my father adjudicated, lists of stores, and the comings
and goings of the surprisingly frequent travellers, all of them
reminding me vividly of incidents that take me back easily to
the day they happened. How well 1 remember the aboriginal
stockboys leaving every few months with flocks of sheep for
Barrow Creek, generally in response to telegrams that mutton
farther north was becoming short. And how well I remember

the arrival in March 1906 of a party of government geologists
who had been on a prospecting trip to the Petermann Ranges
in the far south-western corner of the Northern Territory.
They were in a sorry state. They had encountered excessive
summer heat (fancy going out there in summer anyway!) in
a waterless area and underwent hardships such as have fallen
to few.

As though that wasn't sufficient punishment, they were
attacked while sleeping by wild Loritja tribesmen near the
Ruined Rampart on 5th December 1905. One of the pros-
pectors, T. W. Hall, was speared in the eye, and another, H.
Fabian, in the chest. Their leader, E. R. George, nursed the
wounded men under these terrible conditions until they

were well enough to travel. They reached us on 29th March
1906. I know because my father’s diary entry for that day says
simply: “Mr George atrived” Three words to describe what
was undoubtedly one of the epic journeys of the decade, And
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then there are two matter-of-fact entries for 4th April, just five
days later: ’

“Mr George died 5 a.m.~dysentery”

“Mr George buried 4 p.m”

He had been worn out by anxiety for the safety of his men
and the hardships they had undergone. He was a man of
indomitable courage, and only thirty-two years old,

My father’s diary was a small black book about four inches
by three inches, but that and his medical diary contain the
record of our times and have the power to transport me
there again whenever I feel in the mood. Some of the laconic
references to illnesses and injuries make me almost blanch
when I remember the conditions under which they were
tre.ated; yet I marvel how my parents coped with each situation
as It arose—a city office worker who had never had one lesson
in first aid and a young housewife and mother who'd never

been out of a suburban street.

Now take this for a typical piece of understatement, but
also an indication of what had to be done in emergencies:

Oct. 21, 1901: Fitz, Dixon, DuBois and Schute capsized
buggy driving in from Undoolya. Dixon’s right thigh broken.

Oct. 22: Dixon’s thigh set.

Nothing more than that, And yet behind it there is a
remarkable story of fortitude and bush-aid,

. .Harry Dixon was one of the station operators who had been
visiting Undoolya. How well I remember the ominous hush
that fell over the station the morning his thigh was set. My
father, of course, had spent much of the night in telegraphic
consultation with a Doctor Marten who had been summoned
to t.he G.PO. in Adelaide to relay his instructions to Alice
Springs. There they are in my father’s neat handwriting in the
medical diary:

“Place the patient on his back on a mattress with a board
Pndemeath to keep it level. Take a piece of wood two
inches square, make a hole in the centre and put a cord
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through this. Take a strip of adhesive plaster two yards

long by two inches wide and fix on both sides of the leg

from just above the knee to the ankle, leaving undivided

end as a loop below the foot. In the centre of the loop

put the piece of wood with the cord coming away from

| the leg. Make a pulley and fix to foot of bed on a level
\ with the foot, run cord over this pulley (a cotton reel
with a piece of telegraph wire threaded through it) and

apply 7 Lb. weight to cord. Put a bandage around the

plaster to keep it tight. Make long bags about as thick

: as the thigh to reach from the armpit to the foot on the
injured side, and a bag to fit on the inside of the leg from

the crutch to the foot, and fill them with sand. Also

‘ make a short bag to lie over the fracture transversely.

' Administer half a teaspoonful of solution of morphia in

! water. When done, and plaster fixed to leg, raise the foot
of the bed six inches and get some strong men to hold e
the hips and lower part of the body while the “operator” '
and other strong men pull on the leg. [Oh, it’s nothing;
just a broken thigh!] They should pull directly against
the men at the body. When the leg seems straight and
nearly as possible the same length as the other, put it tor
lie on its back with the toes pointed directly upwards,
and so place the sandbags as to keep the leg in a fixed
position; then put the small bag directly across the
line of the fracture. Keep him under the influence of
morphia by administering in water every three or four
hours or oftener if necessary. Patient will have to lie on

="“‘ Ay ib N

The Stuart Arms as we found it. Today it is an ornate five-star tourt

One of the first homes in Stuart village, later Alice Springs, belon
to Mr and Mrs Charles Meyers, seen with their fanmily m.qi‘



Doctor Whitefellows

his back six or eight weeks. Apply spirits of wine to the
back night and morning. Six weeks from accident take
off all dressings, weight, etc., and move leg about a little.
Then carry leg in a sling and use crutches, and gradually
put weight of body on leg”

Well, that was all—and every word of it was received by
my father in Morse code. He followed the instructions to
the letter, except that I think he regarded the morphia as an
anaesthetic and tried to render poor Mr Dixon unconscious
with it. I know that he gave such massive doses to ease the
pain while setting the leg that the patient complained of heart
pains. This was referred again to Dr Marten, who prescribed a
mustard plaster over the heart. The other operators took turn
about to nurse him in their own quarters. They cared for him
like a baby, made crutches for his convalescence, and assisted
him to take his first hesitant steps after lying for weeks in his
room in the summer heat. Mr Dixon recovered completely
and in later years had only a very slight limp. My father must
have taken that for granted because there is no subsequent
reference to him in the diary. One would have thought that
anamateur Doctor Whitefellow might have succumbed to the
temptation of at least a two-word entry, “Dixon better” After
such a triumph he might even have been pardoned for boast-
ing a little: “Am glad to report that following my ministrations
Harry Dixon’s leg is mended, and he now walks again almost
as liven, as ever” Not a bit of it!

There were other equally pressing problems. Father’s
brother, Ernest Bradshaw, a gentle courteous man of twenty-
seven, had come from Melbourne to a drier climate which
was thought might help a serious chest complaint. He got two
words also.

Qur house girls — Arnboora, Amelia, and Runge

Station aborigines dressed for a corroboree




July 18: Ernie arrived.
Six months later there were three entries.
Jan. 26: Ernie seized with coughing fit about midnight.
Jan, 28: Ernie died about midnight.
Jan. 29: Ernie buried 6 p.m.
Seven days later, on 5th February there was an almost
verbose entry:
“32 camels with loading for Spencer and Gillen passed
through to the north, and another ten loaded flour for
them which has been lying at Alice Springs.”

My Uncte Ernest was the third bookkeeper in succession to
develop tuberculosis while employed bya Melbourne company.
After his death, such were the beliefs and superstitions only
sixty years ago, the management decided to destroy the books.
Father had thought the Alice Springs climate would help him
but hadn’t realized how seriously ill he was; he should never
have attempted the exhausting journey.

But the births outnumbered the deaths, at least among
the Bradshaws. Three months before my uncle died my third
brother was born. He was the first of three Bradshaw children
born in Alice Springs, a fact which inspired a cousin ir
Adelaide to say, “Won't it be funny when Auntie brings home
four white children and three black children.”

Mrs Meyers, young and inexperienced, came to help
mother, as mother went to her, later on, but I'm sure that
mother’s suffering in later years was traceable to the lack of
proper medical care during our nine years in the Centre.

Perhaps the arrival of his fifth child missed my fathers
diary by accident or perhaps, already having four, he had
become quite blase about it. In any case, the birth of Stuart
MacDonnell Bradshaw (to commemorate his birthplace) was

not recorded. To be sure, we learn that on 9th August 1908

“first lot of annual stores arrived” On 1ith August “second

lot of annual stores arrived” On 20th August “third ditto®™
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Mounted-Constable Brookes’s departure with prisoners for
Port Augusta was noted, as was a message from a man named
Foster that one of his horses had knocked up about thirty miles
from Alice Springs on a mail trip to Barrow Creek. But the
atrival of Donnell, as we called him, escaped my father’s notice
:clltogetber. Looking through the diary again | see that this was
in keeping with his almost total lack of acknowledgment of
our existence, except for illness and the sizes of our shoes. The
diary, I assume, was for matters outside the family circlf; for
th(lere are extremely few references to any of us, We broke ’into
print once on 12th September 1904, when my mother took

all for a holiday in Adelaide. e

“Mirs B. and family left for Oodnadatta”

Mf)rt .and I made the grade when we passed a drawing
€xamination conducted by the Adelaide School of Design and
I appeared there alone during a serious illness which must
have worried him and my mother.

From the symptoms given by my father over the telegraph
.to the doctor, who was brought to the G.PO. in Adelai([i)e
It appeared that [ had rheumatic fever, For a reason whic}:
was never understood—unless it was that he thought I had
no chance—the doctor was uncharacteristically vague about
treatment and nursing and my condition grew steadily worse
MotheF ‘.:;asn't cheered, and I'm sure I wouldn’t have been.
either if I'd known, when some of the old hands remembered
Ithat the only other person who had contracted rheumatic fever
in the Centre had died. He was Mr Ernest Flint, the station
mastc?r who had gone to Alice Springs after escaping the attack
by tribesmen at Barrow Creek in which Mr Stapleton and
Mr Franks were speared to death, He and my Uncle Ernest
Bradshaw were lying side by side in the little station cemeter
and it seemed that I was to join them, ’

At last someone suggested trying to get in touch with the
wife of a station-owner living near Katherine as she had been
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the matron of Port Darwin Hospital and might know something
about medicine. Katherine was eight hundred miles away, but
somehow she was contacted and gave practical advice which
was recorded in my father’s medical diary. I was to have hot
baths, hot fomentations, warm clothing, my joints and limbs
were to be bandaged in lint, and [ was to be kept in bed, where
I'd been for weeks (this in the middle of summer) : I was to be
kept on a milk diet and take salicylic acid every four hours. It
might not sound like the treatment a rheumatic fever patient
would be given in a modern hospital today, but at least my
torment of pain was relieved and I survived. To make matters
worse, drought was upon the land and the stench of animal
death was inescapable. As my condition improved I felt aimost
that I had been put out to starve with the melancholy cattle—a
milk diet is not a proper ration for a growing girl. However,
when 1 finally got out of bed and put on my clothes I found
that I'd grown so much that some dresses wouldn't fit me.

Fortunately for us, our water supply wasn't affected by the

frequent droughts. It was lovely water, filtered through the
sand of the river bed and drawn from a soakage, the clear
permanent waterhole below the station which gave to it its
name. But other necessities were scarce so my mother had to
use all her ingenuity to make meals palatable without butter,
eggs, or fruit, and a drought-ration of milk and scarcely a
vegetable. We didn’t even have fresh potatoes because for an
unknown reason they were never grown on the station; instead,
we suffered intensely as we ate our way through tin after tin of
the dried variety which looked like coarse breadcrumbs and
tasted like chaff.

At that time an entry in my father’s diary indicated thal
one and a half tons of flour had been sent urgently to Barrow
Creek in an attempt to save the lives of starving aborigines.
But it didn’t arrive in time to help all of them:

April 6: Mr Alex McFeat reports from Barrow Creek the
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death of three aborigines from starvation.

"April 7: Another report from McFeat to say that other
aborigines are in a critical condition from starvation.

A fortnight later, on 22nd April 1902, my father recorded
that he had sent a telegram to Dr Seabrook at Port Darwin
concerning the health of one of our operators, Mr Herbert
Kos.chade. By 26th April his condition had become such that
4 wire was sent to Dr Marten in Adelaide. That having failed
to effect any improvement, and Koschade’s health having
worsened, my father set out for Qodnadatta on 28th April in
the buggy, taking Koschade with him. The last sentence of the
entry recording the trip states, “Koschade remained in South
Australia’”

What the diary doesn’t say—and here again I must record
the' diarist’s reticence—is that poor Koschade, a pleasant
amiable young man, laughed endlessly and uncontrollably,
At first we thought he may have had a touch of the sun anci
fras mentally upset, but as the days passed and he showed
No Improvement we knew it to be something far worse than
that. I remember seeing him hanging on to a door post and
laughing without pause. This went on until we were all nearl
frantic with distress. After several days, when he could stang
it no longer, my father decided that Koschade would have to
be taken to Oodnadatta by buggy. As the officer-in-charge he
felt the responsibility for the young manss life was so great that
h(.i could not expect anyone else to accept it, so he went alone
with him on a nightmare journey of a week to the railhead
and then stayed with him in the train for another three days
to P}delaide. [ remember father telling us when he returne):l
obviously much the worse for his harrowing experience thalz

Kos‘chade had laughed from the time he left Alice Sp;ings
until they reached Adelaide, A specialist operated to relieve
press.ure on the brain. Mr Koschade recovered completely,
married, raised a family, and died at the age of sixty-eight. ,
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During mybrother Mort'sillnesswith diphtheretic paralysis,
which I mentioned earlier, my mother had to massage him
every morning on the orders of three doctors, telegraphed
from the G.P.O. He was then wrapped warmly and made
comfortable in the only conveyance we had—a wooden box
on wheels—so that he could see what was going on. A special
lubra was engaged to look after him, pulling him around in the
fresh air all day until gradually he improved. I can see him now,
beaming with excitement, supporting himself on his arms on
the big dining table as he worked himself around it, swinging
his useless legs behind. He recovered completely without any
other treatment and, as I've said, died of wounds in France at
the age of twenty-four.

Doctor Whitefellow Bradshaw was required to apply his
untrained hands to the alleviation of someone’s distress almost
every week. Fred Raggatt, junior, who stayed with his uncle at
one of the Alice Springs stores, was treated for a split forehead
and eyebrow after he'd collided with a post while riding. On
the third day he'd lost the vision in one eye. My father fixed
that with hot fomentations and atropine.

On 4th July 1902, Mr Henry Fitz of Undoolya was riding in
the dark when his horse ran into a dead mulga bough which
penetrated Mr Fitz’s eye. For several days father got pieces of
mulga from the wound. Don't I remember that week! Day and
night Mr Fitz paced up and down in a darkened room in too
much pain to stay still. Again, treatment was prescribed from
Adelaide. This included boracic acid, atropine, and finally,
when the pain was great, a cocaine lotion. Mr Fitz gradually
got better, although he suffered greatly, and eventually made a
complete recovery.

And so it went on: Mr T. A. Wallis, senior, was treated
with morphia and cinnamon for severe stomach pains which
interfered with his breathing, whereas poor Dolly Brookes,
the policeman’s daughter who had similar symptoms, was
given only castor oil.
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But 1 hope I'm not giving the impression that we spent most
of our time enduring illnesses and recovering from accidents
Fortunately, the reverse was generally true. Central Australians-
were a healthy, hardy lot, perhaps because they had to be, and
the Bradshaws were among the hardiest of them all, D(;ctor
Whitefellow could hang up his imaginary stethoscope for long
eno‘ugh at least to have time to wonder why it was that his last
patient, treated on telegraphed instructions, had recovered so
quickly. I sometimes wondered if the thought of being attacked
by an amateur frightened the fevers from ailing bodies.

155




Chapter Eight
i o

VOYAGING VICARS
AND OTHER
VENERABLES

THERE WERE MANY PLEASANT INTERLUDES
during our stay, when interesting travellers made unexpected
appearances. All had business to transact at the telegraph
station and were glad to combine it with a social visit. For
our part, we were always happy to see them; invariably they
brought news and gossip that had passed us by. It was from
travellers that we learnt new songs and saw the dress and
habits of other lands.

On a sunny, but cool, winter afternoon in july 1901, Runge,
the senior housegirl, appeared in the doorway of mother’s
sewing room with an air of excitement, a broad smile on her
jolly face...and rather exciting news.

“Quei, more better you bin come see man alonga Bass..
him got properly funny feller legs,” she said, and screamed
with laughter.

They were indeed funny feller legs in that country, for
they were clothed in clerical gaiters and belonged to none
other than the Right Reverend Gilbert White, Lord Bishop of
Carpentaria. In fact his Lordship, with a black frock coat and
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hat to set off his gaiters, was a novel sight for us as well as
for the aborigines. Runge couldn’t take her eyes off him. He
looked as though he had wandered into our midst by accident
or been delivered by the 9.15 whirlwind.

I was only ten years old then, so to me it was a great
excitement to have a real Bishop among us, I think he was the
first of his kind I'd ever seen and for that to have happened in
Alice Springs...well, it seemed to add piquancy to the variety
and interest we knew to be ahead of us for a few days.

Bishop White was a middle-aged bachelor, tall, thin,
bearded, scholarly, dignified, and, surprisingly, a practical
bushman as well as a noted naturalist, like the famous relative
after whom he had been named. He was the first bishop of a
diocese which had been established only a year earlier, in 1900,
This diocese comprised the far northern area of Queensland
including the Torres Strait islands, the Gulf of Carpentaria
district, and the entire Northern Territory—a total area of
three-quarters of a million square miles. It was the largest
diocese in Australia and perhaps in the world,

The Bishop’s headquarters were (and still are) on Thursday
Island, so that when he wanted to visit the few isolated telegraph
operators, miners, and pastoralists in Central Australia, who
might or might not include some of his parishioners, he had
quite a journey ahead of him. First eight hundred miles by sea
before he reached Port Darwin, and then a thousand miles
overland to Alice Springs. But from the Alice, of course, he
had to get back again. His transport between Port Darwin
and Alice Springs was arranged by the telegraph stations,
each station driving him in a buggy to the next along the line.
Subsequently Bishop White had published a record of his
remarkable journey which included the following:

“I left Barrow Creek with Mr Bradshaw, the superin-
tendent of the central section of the telegraph line, We
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had a team of four splendid horses which covered the
twenty-two miles to Stirling station in two and a half
hours. After dinner we went on to Hanson Well, over
sandy country with good grass. The Hanson runs to
the north. In this central country the streams seem to
run in every direction, but few of them, however large,
get anywhere except to run out on sandy flats. Near the
well, we saw saltbush for the first time and also a great
quantity of parakelia, a succulent plant on which cattle
will thrive for a long time without water. In the creek
I found an insect-eating plant. It was covered with.the
bodies of moths and flies...”
As I read Bishop White's story I could see afresh the country
in which I had lived for nine years and discover through the
eyes of a naturalist much about it that had escaped my notice
while I was there.
“We camped at Prowse’s Gap, a pass betwec.en “two
ridges of gneissic granite and diorite. [I'd have said, .We
camped in the hills”] I climbed up the western r%dge
and had a most wonderful view...The strata of the ridge
here dips almost perpendicularly, forming steep slopes
of flat rock. In one of these is a hole about five feet
deep and the same length filled with beautiful water;
the water follows the dip of the stratum and the hole
has apparently been formed by water rushing around
pebbles in a crack. These holes are frequent throughout
the country but often little known. [See what I mea.n?
The man was a trained observer. He seemed to miss
nothing.] ‘
The clearness of the air in these parts is most astomsh.—
ing. Rocks a quarter of a mile away look almosF as 1E
one could lay a hand on them. There is not a particle of
haze and the distant mountains stand up with startling
clarity.
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To my regret we were obliged to travel next day although
it was Sunday, there being no water for the horses. [He
may have been a scientist but his belief in God was
beyond question.] To curtail the journey as much as
possible...[apparently to desecrate the Sabbath as little
as possible]...we went only six miles after dinner and
camped at Native Gap, where I noticed native pines
for the first time, We were thus enabled to have a quiet
afternoon which I enjoyed after the rush of the last two
days. [Rush! Whatever would he say about the pace of
today’s living? He was averaging less than four miles an
hour.]

My Evensong was accompanied by the wild music of the
wind in the pines, now swelling into a roar, now dying away
into an almost inaudible undertone of sighing. I think that
many of the Psalms with the nature voices must have been
written in the open air in a land not unlike this in its natural
freshness; at any rate they never come so home to one as out
in the bush. [What a lovely thought that is, And it could well
be s0. Listen to the wind in the pines:

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures. He leadeth
me beside the still waters.

He restoreth my soul.

The voice of the Lord breaketh the cedars.

The voice of the Lord cleaveth the flames of fire. The
voice of the Lord shaketh the wilderness, The voice of
the Lord maketh the hinds to calve, And strippeth the
forests bare.]

Next day we travelled through dense mulga scrub thirty-
five miles to Burt Creek which runs through a little plain 2,300
ftabove the sea. [I can almost hear him complaining about the
break-neck speed again.]

From the head of the MacDonnell Ranges to Alice Springs
are ten miles of as rough a road as I have ever travelled, through
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low jumbled rocks and ranges, dreary but not unbeautiful. The
station itself is surrounded by rocks and must be very hot in
summer. At the time of our arrival it was most bitterly cold, and
I was devoutly thankful to sleep again in a bed after six days of
travelling as cold as any [ have ever experienced. Here I found
letters, newspapers and other tokens of civilisation aithough
still 322 miles from the railway...I was much interested in the
natives here; they have in Mr Bradshaw a courageous and
sympathetic sub-protector”

The Bishop’s gaiters and heavy black cloth might have been
thought to keep him warm, but he complained constantly of
the cold. Well, I suppose it was cold.

“Last night the dry bulb went down to between 26 and
27 degrees and the wet bulb to 25 deg. Today I walked
up a hill near the station and had a magnificent view.
The range, running east and west, has steep walls of
rock on the north and south sides, and between them
a trough filled with a jumble of low rocky hills, Imagine
a great broken sea of yellow water with waves breaking
up irregularly with an interval of 200 ft. from the lowest
to the highest points, and the foam and broken water
all rocks and boulders, and you will have some idea
of the scene. All the rocks and stones are yellow and
yellowish-red, the grass yellow, and the ground yellow
or yellowish-red. Every tint and shade of these colours
covers the whole scene, except where it is dotted over
the sage green bushes and low stunted trees. The whole
blends into a feast of harmonious colours and yet a scene
of utter barren desolation, It reminded me strongly...of
the deserts and mountains of Palestine. Shape, colour
and vegetation seemed to be almost identical, and one
was not surprised to see a camel team threading its way
through one of the narrow defiles by which the rivers
find their way to the south.
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I have never seen anything quite like these gaps.
Heavitree Gap, through which the south road [sic]
passes, is a gap in the range about one hundred yards
wide entirely filled by the sandy bed of the River Todd,
along which the road also passes. [Today the highway,
the railway, the river, and the telegraph line all pass
through the Gap.] The cliffs on either side are a slatey
reddishyellow sandstone with the strata very distinct
and tilted at an angle of 45 degrees. They rise abruptly
to a height of 200 ft. Just to the south of the gap is a
lately discovered hot spring on the top of a low mound,
No water is visible but a gentle steam rises covering the
stones with moss and condensing on the under sides of
the stones in drops of dew, The rock is limestone mixed
with igneous ironstone and surrounded by granite”

There wasn’t much he didn’t know!

The Bishop spent most of his week with us exploring and
making sketches of the hills around the station, In the evenings
he and my father settled down to a solemn game of chess, For
such a ceremony as chess, said to be the most scientific of all
games, there had to be complete silence. We children were
banished and not allowed within earshot. Mother and the
governess were glared at if they so much as whispered. They
bore it nobly as long as they could; but one night they caught
each other’s eye, then choked and fled, followed by baleful
looks from father and a mildly surprised inquiring look from
the Bishop as much as to say, “Good gracious! Whatever can
be the matter with the ladies?”

His Lordship was very interested in a large box of rubies—
more correctly, garnets—Ieft behind by the Gillens. They had
been found in the ranges years before in large quantities and
were of no great value. The Bishop thought he'd like to have
some made up as a gift for his sister, so the children got busy
and washed a few handfuls of the stones, which were then
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spread on a mirror in the sunlight, thus making it easy to
ith the best colour. N
Cho‘x?::rzl‘i::jr‘fve met Gilbert White again at Port Pirie w}:;n
he was the first Bishop of Willochra. He to.1d us then th:\t e
stones, polished and set, had made a beautiful ornament. .
On the Sunday he was with us (4th August 1901). we o
attended a morning service he conducted at the stz:mn.the
was a great joy after all the weeks in the bush' to hear ]
canticles sung again, and sung well;’ he' wrote, Smg—solggﬁ, o
I've said, were one of our chief ldiverst;:lo(:lns, so 1 would ha
ised if he hadn’t complimented us. '
e Slllf/fi;se(:dgradshaw, since his coming, has held sermc;el
every Sunday for his family and those of thc? t'eiegrap 1
station and township who like to attend. O.sz sic ?mi;les.
After Matins a celebration of Holy Communion, w1t}.1 g
communicants. It was delightful to celebrate the Dm?e
Mysteries here for the first time in the centre of Austrsl 1;;
and to feel at one with the congregation of the Cathedra
of the Diocese 1,800 miles away. In the afternoon .we
had a service at the township, and our congregat;og
consisted of all the adult population excel?t two. We ha
a most hearty service, singing all the cantlcl.es and somt:
beautiful hymns. It was many a long year since most od
the congregation had last att;rl;deaclll service and it seeme
oughly appreciated by all.
;(iebf: the Sgrir}{gspfnd my kind hosts with grc?at refreﬁ.
Everyone was more than kind and the countryis, i t 1.r; i
the most interesting and in some ways the most beautifu
I have seen in Australia, I was the only passenger or;
the mail coach to Qodnadatta... We ?assed‘a tra}Er;1 0
twenty-five camels with loading for Alice Spnflgs.al ey
are curious snakey-looking beasts as they shc?e Oﬁg
in single file,..Driving through this countr}i is rezzhf
a sinecure as the driver simply straps .the reins to the
seat and reads the paper, or indulges in such sleep 4%
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a driver may without being too far gone to objurgate
the horses from time to time. Ours were always being
promised a tremendous thrashing a few yards further
on, but it never came for they were excellent horses and
most excellently driven, The driver at last convulsed me
by exclaiming pathetically as we toiled slowly through a
slough of sand, *Get on, you nasty things; what would
King Edward say if he could see his coach going at such
arate?”

Well, that convulsed us, too. The driver, Tom Williams, was
Tenowned from Oodnadatta to Barrow Creek for his colourful
language. On mail days, while the coach was still toiling
through Middle Park and the tiver below us, we could hear,
from a mile away, Tom’s personal opinion of the team and
what he'd like to do to them, His vituperation was generally
the signal for the cry of “Mail-oh! I can hear Tom Williams
swearing.” But he must have been overawed by the Bishop’s
clerical dress, or by his VEry presence, to have descended to
such mild epithets as “nasty things”

The sandhills seemed to take some of the steam out of
Gilbert White the nataralist, which didn’t surprise me. They
appalled him;

“The sandhills are endless. We toil up one only to find
an exactly similar one ahead, Only very staunch horses
could possibly pull the coach through. Next day we toiled
for miles through the famous Depot Sandhills. The mail
is allowed two days for the twenty-six miles between
Alice Well and Horseshoe Bend, and no wonder! I should
think four miles a day, two in the morning and two in the
afternoon, about a fair thing. But our powerful horses
did about two miles an hour with great exertion. Some of
the hills are high and steep even for firm ground, and all
are covered with sand three to six feet deep. We camped
in the bed of the Finke River. A cold night and no shelter,
In the morning, ice two inches thick was on the dishes.
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A few miles further on we came to Horseshoe Bend and
there met the northbound coach’” . -
The Bishop, alas, left the Centre with a bad last 1mpress(;on. ¥
“There were a dozen men all more o‘r less drunk,
chiefty more. I had a tiny room about six feet squar::l
which I offered to share with one of tl}e nort.h-bhouln
passengers who had accidentally shot himself in t ekeg
and was afraid of being injured by some _Of the drunken
men. There were two fights during the night and plenl:y
of quarrelling, while the language was enough to set t e
place on fire. I was glad to walk on my way next morning
he coach overtake me...” .
Hisa;.l:r?st;ip was not amused, and | can’t say I blamed him.

It was some years later—in 1907—that another pair of
s appeared on the station.
funﬁ’:;li:;::gt fli)IIl)ny; they were downright hil.su"ictusl,1 acrllda\;';
had to be extremely careful where and when we laughed,
" ";kl‘:;;f;' had been a succession of visitorf;—prospecl:torli,
government surveyors, officers from the Indian Army o;nd
ing for cheap remounts, a few drifters,‘a few labourerts, a5
a few builders (the population was still only ab()];;ltﬂ c;;fn y
Europeans when we left a year later but they were 1; ; agc :
substantial gaol, just in case) . More often than not1 tBe oo
from Qodnadatta arrived without passengets at alf. d.u -
one day there came from the north the kind o hl‘;re .
which made our long, unchanging daxs w.orth “1; 1t erni h;
comparatively speaking, tL:ilined the station into what might
nnexe of Bedlam. ’ '
havlifr:: 2:;153 in and announced the newcomer ds f;zrr;a:_]
with the statement, “Him got fun.ny feller tro.u‘s.er;:1 1B§;:h0
way” We interpreted that as meaning he was like the P

only different.

And different he was. The funny feller trouser belonged

164

Voyaging Vicars and Other Venerables

to a funny feller man—a Rumanijan globe-trotter who,
accompanied by only one aboriginal and a packhorse, had
ridden a thousand miles from Port Darwin through an utterly
strange land, making it obvious that his addiction to travel
must have been strong indeed. He was wearing a Norfolk
deer-stalker suit of the largest and loudest checks I had ever
seen. The funny feller trousers were really plusfours tucked
into long socks at the knee, the first of their kind, 'm sure, ever
to have seen Central Australian sunlight. They were certainly
the first the natives had seen; they gaped in astonishment and
giggled behind their hands, but then raced for the sanctuary of
the camp to add to the raucous bellowing already emanating
from those there who had seen the new arrival.

He was Monsieur Constantin Statesco, a member of a
unique European explorers’ club of which both the Emperor
of Austria and the German Kaiser were patrons. I suppose it
was a forerunner of the geographical societies of today. Every
year three members of the club set out on a world tour; in
1907, in Australia at least, that might well have been regarded
as exploring, especially if the way M. Statesco tackled matters
was any criterion for the others. Each of them wrote a paper
on what he saw but never touched on politics. Where it was
possible they had to travel on foot, but in some countries—
where distances were great and time an important factor they
were allowed to supplement their two feet with the four of a
horse, Australia was one such country. M. Statesco reported
to us that of the two men who set out with him one had died
and the other had found compelling reasons to return home;
s0 of that year’s crop he was the only survivor, He carried a
document to be attested to by a magistrate at each place he
visited; as my father was away I don’t know who filled that role
in Alice Springs,

The stoutness of M. Statesco’s heart and the durability of
his flesh was unfortunately not matched by the adequacy of
his English, All he knew had been picked up on the sea trip
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between the Philippines and Port Darwin; after that his black
boy had continued the good teaching work—and how! I still
blush when [ think of it.

The poor man was most distressed when one of the
men broke the news to him that his language would not be
tolerated in the salons of Paris or Bucharest and it wasn't going
to be tolerated in Alice Springs. Fifty per cent of his English
consisted of awful swear words he had learnt from the natives,
and he used them with a continental flourish of the hands that
gave them terrible emphasis.

“You tell de ladies...please tefl dem...I did not know...1 did not
understand,” he protested, and we knew that he really didn't.

Poor M. Statesco. He came at the most disorganized time
I recall. My father was visiting Adelaide. There had been
a serious breakdown on the O.T. Line and some of the men
were away attending to it. That meant the operators remaining
on the station had to be glued to their instruments day and
night. To make matters worse, we were without a governess
for the first time since our arrival eight years earlier. Miss
Mabel Taylor had gone and there just weren't any takers for the
position; either the Australian spirit of adventure was waning
or governesses had discovered the value of money and wanted
more than my father was able to pay. That meant I was left
with the responsibility of teaching the younger members of the
family with the knowledge that had been passed on to me by
four governesses. I was then only sixteen, but I taught English,
arithmetic, history, geography, and a little French to Mort,
Consie, and Jack. Scarcely anyone on the station except the

natives—and he was now scared of them—had time to talk to
or entertain our visitor. He endured a lonely fortnight that must

The main street of Alice Springs (Stuart it was then)

Barrow Creek telegraph station, where two men were speared 1o
doath in 1874
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have seemed like a year in a foreign land where his knowledge
of the language consisted mainly of offensive words.

One day he was persuaded to play tennis with Arthur
Kunoth, Harry’s brother, on the very first court to be built
in Alice Springs. But that was a washout; the bindy-eyes lay
around the court in thousands. Each time the Rumanian picked
up a ball that had gone into the grass he complained bitterly
about his handful of “preekles” Matters weren’t improved
because Arthur had recruited a cheer-squad of aboriginal
boys for himself, leaving his opponent friendless. Each time
Arthur hit the ball the boys shouted “Hooray for Arthur as
instructed; but when M. Statesco hit a winner it was received
in silence. That must have had a depressing effect on him and
his visage grew daily gloomier.

Mother was sorry for him and one night asked if he would
care to join us for tea, Father was still away, but she thought
he might like to share a meal with our family after more than a
week with the men at the mercy of the cook’s boiled beef. For a
man who had been accustomed to gilded halls and continental
cuisine this must have represented diabolical torture, but I
gathered that the trip was self-inflicted, so he had nobody to
blame but himself. Heaccepted our invitation withan eagerness
that made his suffering obvious and prepared suitably for the
auspicious occasion—or so he thought, But imagine the futile
attempts to hide our giggles when he appeared in a formal
dinner suit. In Alice Springs!

‘I have changed,” he announced, noticing that nobody else
had.

That was one of the understatements of the year. He was
utterly resplendent in stiff white shirt, black dinner suit, a bow
tie, and patent leather shoes. How he managed to carry it all

Winnecke Hotel, a log, rail, and tent inn of 1904

Living-it-up, Central Australian style, 1906, Mr and Mrs George
Lines outside their home at Winnecke goldfield




on horseback was a mystery we never solved, but I suppose
every European gentleman worthy of the name must‘ e
prepared to change into a dinner jacket on' th.ose occasions
when is invited out—even though he’s been mv1ted.only from
the men’s quarters to the house next door in the middle of an
continent, _
unﬁf:k::ﬁs brother, Ernest Allchurch, had come to Ahc;
Springs some time before to join the staiff of (?per?.tm‘”s. He hzi :
married at Hermannsburg and lived with his wife in a sm
log cottage on the station. Mother felt that somehow B oth;,r
she had to acknowledge the tribute M. Statesco had paid us by
“changing” So I was sent to plead with Uncile EFnest and Aunt
Bessie to come over, and to beg Aunt Bessie, if necessary, to
i S.
bm&gfgfr\::r:igid our best, but shocking inferiority comple?ces
and the language barrier rather cramped our style. The going
was heavy. I admired the delicate green of the sky.after a
beautiful sunset. Constantin sighed and gazed nostalgl'cally aE
it, murmuring something about “Payee, ah Paree aF th”IS h;:-u;
De lights, de carriages, de theatre, de lovel}r ladies,” w l1)ct
might have been taken as an insult by the 1&(?.185 present— }1.11
wasn’t. Then he told us about the latest hit tune from the
boulevards...it was rocking Paris when he was last there,‘he
said, and of course we wouldn’t know it but it went something
hkiglllsu};;)u mean ‘After the Ball is Over} ” Aunt Bessie said,
it for him.
anc}‘;irrlfl;rtrfgt the latest hit in Paris?” she asked, a little :%rch]‘,:
“Why, Queen Victoria and Prince Albert sang that—it was
ir favourites.” ‘
oni’iif i;'1}:::;11: be expected, Constantin produc.edf his famlll]iy
photographs and showed them around, explan‘ung thai(:il hls
father was a “clergyman” of justice, Later we discovered hig
was the Rumanian Minister of Justice.
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He had some beautiful gifts from famous people: a gold
cigarette holder from the Mikado, a ruby from the Emperor
of Abyssinia, and silver from the King of Siam. His present
from the Russians was a gaol sentence in Siberia, until
released on the intervention of various foreign consuls. The
Russo-Japanese war had ended only a year before, following
the destruction of the Russian Fleet at the Battle of Tsushima.
Japanese nationals were not the most loved persons in Russia,
and M. Statesco, through no fault of his own, certainly looked
like one. He had black hair, and olive skin, and he was slightly
almond-eyed from some earlier infusion of Oriental blood.

The Alice Springs climate or the moonlight must have
affected him, too, for one day he copied from a magazine a
sentimental poem entitled “Spring” and presented it to me. It
was apt, he said, because “Spring...you know.., Alice Spring”
He told mother it was high time [ was married—at sixteen—
and went so far as to select for me a suitable husband from the
limited raw material on the station.

Unfortunately his selection turned out to be one who
already had a wife and family in Adelaide.

Ata time when M, Statesco was beginning to wear a little
thin we were thankful for the arrival of the mail coach with
Tom Williams in the driver’s seat. Having disposed of his
horses, the Rumanian was “taking passage,” as they say, with
Tom, who would have the pleasure of his company for a week
ormore. Constantin arrived at the appointed departure time
immaculately dressed for the road in his deer-stalker plus-
fours. Tom looked at the loud checks doubtfully and opened
his mouth to speak—I'm sure it would have been a strong
epithet—but then realized there were ladies present. I'll bet
that he had improved Constantin’s vocabulary by the time
they reached Oodnadatta. Apart from being the most fluid
and vitriolic swearer anywhere north of Adelaide, Tom was
4 surprisingly good Shakespearian scholar; he would thus
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have put a classical polish on the foundation of cursing laid
by the blackboy.
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e o

THE SMOKING BUGGY

THE MAIN NORTH ROAD, THE ONLY ONE, THEN
passed through the telegraph station a few yards from my
room. I therefore think it deserves capital letters, even though
it has since changed both its route and its name and become
the Stuart Highway,

Along it, one day in December 1907, came travellers who
caused more excitement among the whites and more panic
among the blacks than anything else during our stay there,

Natives rushed to the station office with the news that on
the track a few hundred yards away there was a “buggy goingall
by hisself, him got smoke coming out Tonga him” We showed
little consternation, and that perplexed them, but it was only
because we had advance word from telegraph stations to the
south that Mr Harry Dutton, of Anlaby, Kapunda, and his
colleague, Mr Murray Aunger, were on the way in the first
mator car to attempt to cross Australia,

We had seen one or two of these horseless carriages in
Adelaide during a holiday in 1904, so we knew what to expect
in a physical sense as well. I had even had a ride in one at
Glenelg. In those days riding in a car was roughly the same as
tiding in an aeroplane in the 1930s and in a space capsule in
the 1960s. I remember that it had high seats arranged back to
back, which meant a hair-raising experience for the rear seat
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passengers. But to most of the men in Alice Springs at that time
the car was a novelty, the first they had seen, and the natives
couldn’t have been more terrified of the Devil himself.

The camp on the river bank broke into pandemonium. I've
never seen such panic: elderly lubras, clasping their precious
dogs, scrambled up trees like teenagers, making sure that they
would be well out of range of the smoking monster if it should
come their way: infectious dread spread among hundreds of
mangy dogs which howled piteously; piccaninnies cowered or
yelled with fright. But finally almost every soul on the station
came to stare and wonder and give a welcome to the first
motorists, while keeping their escape routes open in case the
monstrous thing should belch and roar as it had on arrival.

Thirty or so horses in the stockyard were as frightened as
the natives and galloped around madly; one, shut in the small
breaking-in yard, jumped the six feet high rail fence, raced
westwards, and wasn’t found until many days later.

Only the old men of the tribe, the Aranda Elders, were
unmoved, or pretended to be. I suppose they had to put on
a brave face in front of the others. They glanced disdainfully
at the smoking buggy and then returned to their accustomed
contemplation of the surrounding tribal land.

Les Spicer, one of the operators, asked an old patriarch
named Billy what he thought of the car,

Billy thought about the question for a long time. Then he
spat disgustedly, albeit eloquently, and said, “I reckon might-
be that white-feller properly Number-One fool. Him make'im
anything like buggy-longa-smoke. But he can’t make'im rain,
eh?” And that was that.

The car was a 24-horse-power Talbot that had been built
in England. It was devoid of mudguards, but had a high box
body festooned with spare tyres, shovels, axes, rifles, water
bags, a windlass, coils of matting, brass acetylene headlamps,
and a bulbous horn, On 25th November 1907, when it was
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farewelled from the Adelaide G.PO, by a curious crowd, no
car had been farther north than Hawker. The country bey,ond
that was known only by the cattle drovers, the mail-coachmen
the camel teamsters, and the few souls like ourselves who had’
gone into the wilderness because that was where we were sent
or taken,

Fourteen years after that epic trip began, Geoffrey Dutton
the v'vell-known author and lecturer, was born at Kapunda ’

Fifty-one years after his father and Murray Aunger f.trst
made the trip, Geoffrey Dutton, his elder brother John, and
]aljnfes Gosse, drove a Talbot to Darwin again. It wasn:t the
original car, which didn’t get right through, but a second
one that had been imported specially from England and had
completed the journey in 1908,

Geoffrey Dutton tells us that months of careful preparation
were necessary before the first trip could begin, How many
people today realize the difficulties? There were no garages
or bowsers, so petrol had to be sent out by train and camel
and dumped at appropriate distances along the track. The
car itself was fitted with special equipment such as Ste.pne
wheels which could be bolted to the outside of the existiny
wheel to give greater traction in soft sand, 'The Michelin tyrei
were steel-studded. The car and equipment weighed two and
a half tons,

This all happened at a time when interstate travel by car
was chiefly along bush tracks. A Talbot had just broken the
Melbourne—Sydney record at an average speed of 28 m.p.h
and the Adelaide—Melbourne record stood at something'o;re;
28 hours,

Dutton and Aunger were not attempting to break a
.record; they were really on a journey of exploration for the
introduction of the motor-driven wheel to places it had never
previously penetrated.

‘Impossible,’ the sceptics said,
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“We'll do it,” Harry Dutton said, and he did. But, frankly, I'd
walked or gone in a buggy.
raﬂg:rtsla:f;re still so fcarce in 1907 that when Dutton fmd
Aunger left the Adelaide G.P.O. they created a senszg:llaon.
Several hundred people gathered to wave thein goodbye.
A contemporary newspaper account said that “Mr Dutton
took the seat at the steering pillar...and the car was set in
mo':;(/oi?l;.-i.n six days they were at Coward Springs, north n;
Marree, where they encountered the first disaste‘r. The bulkfo
the petrol so carefully sent forward had been left in tk.le sun {08
several months and the intense heat had burst the ‘ﬂLmsy ft1trI:ls
They had to go by train to Qodnadatta, the terrn.n]lnt.ls;1 of the
railway, where the next fuel dump had been‘:estabh.s e” b 3
Harry Dutton had christened the car “Angelina;” bu :
wouldn’t be surprising if she were called a few other nar;le
on what must have been a truly fearful trip. A week a fter
leaving Oodnadatta they ran into the wor'st obstacle sl(: ar,
the wide sandy bed of the Alberga River, with steep ban sdoz
either side. Great ingenuity and perseverance‘ were nee‘ e
to get across. The plan was to inspect several likely crosslr‘lgz
before selecting the best, unloading the car, an.d cazryu:@
all equipment through the sand to the far bank in or eil*inz
lighten the load. That took three hours! Then slowly Ar}gl:e o
heaved her way across the quarter-mile of dry sand, wit ;
temperature at 113 in the shade. That day. Dutton and A;nger
covered 40 miles. We could do as well with our horse-drawn
d often did.
bug";glf’e;nreached Blood’s Creek the r¥ext day and therelltl;i:
country changed to rough gibber plain—hard, but excte t;eﬂ.ﬁ.
going for the car. Yet they had been warned hy the t}sl at
manager that this would be a tough stretch. At first the twi:
men were baffled by these reports of the country ahead.
“What's the road like?”
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“Why, wonderful.. -€asy going,” the drovers would say.

But the motorists would find themselves struggling through
soft sand. “Terrible going,” on the other hand, invariably
turned out to be gibber country where they made excellent
time. Of course, the drovers were thinking in terms of hoofs
rather than wheels,

When Dutton and Aunger crossed the South Australian
border at Charlotte Waters the mere fact of being in the
Northern Territory made Darwin seem closer. But | knew what
was ahead of them once they entered the beautiful sandhills. .
beautiful, that is, to anyone but a motorist. In a bad creek nine
miles from Charlotte Waters they bogged so deeply that they
had to stay there overnight and work Angelina through iton a
Spanish windlass,

The next obstacle was the Finke River with its broad
bed of sand that had to be crossed five times. But there was
worse than that to come—the dreaded Depot Sandhills were
between Horseshoe Bend and Alice Well. Some were sixty feet
high with grades of one in three, Our horses had grunted and
struggled to take us through in winter. I can only imagine the
torture that these two men, and Angelina as well, must have
suffered trying to get through in summer with the sand tgo
hot to touch,

Although the auxiliary Stepney wheels were bolted on,
the sand failed to provide traction and the wheels spun at a
terrific speed, Creating miniature whirlwinds, They couldn’t
hope to get through and finally enlisted the aid of a team
of donkeys. Harry Dutton must have been staggered by the
sight of donkeys pulling what was then one of the finest cars
in the world. Even with the donkeys, however, steering was
extremely difficult and sand backed right up to the seat, There
were thirteen sandhills in four miles, and of the twenty-five
miles from Horseshoe Bend to Alice Well there was hard
surface for only two hundred yards. Only thirteen of the last

177




seventy miles into Alice Springs were on firm ground. In sgte
of these conditions, Angelina gave no trouble at all. Increc‘hbly,
she had drunk only one pint of water since leaving Adelaide.
We were all very pleased to have Mr Dutton and Mr
Aunger with us, but they remained for only one day l}efori
resuming their contact with the privations of the “road
that beggared description. However, those who have been to
Kapunda and seen what the Duttons have done at Anlaf:y
will realize that no member of the family would be easily
ed by a rough track.
detg; 161):/h Decgember 1907 they set out through the
MacDonnell Ranges along a boulder-strewn path that ng
modern motorist would tackle except in a four-whc'eel d.nve
vehicle. Once through the hills they struck the best going since
leaving Quorn and by nightfall had covered 133 m;les, haVL.ng
remained constantly alert for mulga stumps and anthills
hidden in the long grass. At this stage, when they had travelled
more than half the distance and would now apparently rush
through to Darwin, the weather turned against them. Ran;
began to fall in earnest. They were held up at Barrow' Cree
for four days and did not leave for Tennant Creek until thre;
days before Christmas. Already it was too late. The dry so
had turned to red mud, the creeks into lakes and Swarmps;
Faithful Angelina’s transmission began to fee.l the strain of
endless revving and grinding through bogs. Finally the yoke
of the universal joint split and it was obvious that a temporary
repair would be useless. That, it seemed, was th.at.
There was nothing for it but to abandon the trip. They threw
a wire over the telegraph line, as the station operat(?rs had
asked them to do if they struck serious trouble, aer waited for
a rescue party. It wasn’t long in coming, paradoxically hauled
by three or four horse-power where the twenty-four horse-
power of the motor car had failed. Meanwhile they had _plenty
of food and were surrounded by water, and there was time to
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contemplate the long drive back to Oodnadatta in a buggy.

If anyone thought that initial failure was likely to deter
Harry Dutton and Murray Aunger they didn't know either
gentleman. Back at Anlaby, Dutton cabled at once to England
for the latest 25 h.p. model Talbot, slightly more powerful
than Angelina and with a floating rear axle more suited to the
punishment ahead of it. [ was one of those who was wrong. 1
remember the travellers arriving back at Alice Springs in the
station buggy. They were bearded and dirty and downcast and,
I thought, defeated. But like John McDouall Stuart, who had
to make three attempts before crossing the continent in 1862,
their enthusiasm for the task in hand had only been whetted.
Mr Dutton’s determination can be gauged from the fact that
he was paying the expenses himself; unlike McDouall Stuart,
he wasn't subsidized by the government. And it must have
cost him thousands of pounds.

By 30th June, 1908, they were on their way again, com-
plete with spare parts for Angelina, who had spent a lonely
few months north of Barrow Creek. At least they had learnt
respect for the weather and now travelled in mid-winter. With
the more powerful engine they got over the Depot Sandhills
with less difficulty and by the end of July were approaching
Tennant Creek, We had the pleasure of seeing them at Alice
Springs for the second time on 22nd July, less than one month
before the Bradshaw family’s long exile in Central Australia
ended. On 11th August we set out in the station buggy for
Oodnadatta and reached there fourteen days later, having
averaged five miles an hour, In nine years our speed hadn’t
increased by as much as one mile an hour; and this time we
had motor tracks on our trail to remind us that there now
teally was a faster means of travel than a horse-drawn buggy.

Butyou think we had a tough trip? Why, in the very year we
left, Fred Blakely and brothers Jim and Dick O'Neil rode push-
bikes from South Australia to Darwin. A dog named Jethro
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accompanied them all the way, sometimes trotting beside his
masters, sometimes sitting on the handlebars or in a box over
the rear wheels, Blakely and the O'Neill carried their own bed-
rolls around their shoulders and chests like military bandoliers;
apart from that they had nothing and apparently wanted
nothing. They were prospectors who were at home anywhere
in the bush. Distance didn’t worry them; they pedalled on and
on, day after day, week after week, stopping beside the track
when they were tired or felt like stopping or wanted to boil
the billy. They called at the telegraph station, having carried
their bikes through the Depot Sandhills, just as Dutton and
Aunger were preparing to leave, I remember that the horseless
carriage had seemed to us a difficult way of travelling through
the trackless desert, but whatever hardships the drivers had
were overshadowed by the experiences of Blakeley and his
friends. Nor were they the only ones to ride bikes through the
Centre to Darwin. It had also been done by Francis Birtles,
Ted Reichenbach, and J. Murif.

When Dutton and Aunger left Alice Springs on their second
trip they took today’s equivalent of a wireless transmitter with
them in case of trouble. This was my uncle, Ernest Allchurch,
who carried equipment to tap the telegraph line. They found
Angelina exactly as she'd been left, untouched after seven
months in the centre of Australia. She must undoubtedly have
been not only the loneliest car in the world, but the one least
likely to be stolen. If Dutton and Aunger couldn’t shift her it
was certain that nobody could. She had been the subject of
aboriginal speculation, but they apparently were terrified of
approaching too closely.

In any case, they had been utterly baffled by the dotted |

track the steel-studded tyres had made.

Angelina's tyres were still partially inflated and the engine
started immediately. The universal joint was replaced and the
men left in the strangest convoy ever to go that way, Dutton.
driving his old love, Angelina, and Aunger the new car The,
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going was relatively easy for two hundred miles to Newcastle
Waters, 'except for the constant menace of rockhard anthills
hidden in the long grass. They knew that if one of these
fgl;c;tﬁz’ctl ;:;;:i they would again be in serious trouble, but
Their next big problem was to cross the Sturt Plain
seventeen miles of cracked black soil north of Newcastle,
Waters. It was covered in high grass with ruts up to two feet
deep.for the whole distance, As might be imagined, this was
ferocmusly severe on springs and wheels, sometime’s makin,
it alm(?st impossible to steer, At one point, they covered onlg
five -rmles in three hours. Then came thick scrub which thz
leading car plunged through like a scrub-roller, ﬂatt’ening small
tree‘s ax.lcl bushes before it, Dry coalibah swamps repeated
the jolting near Dunmara, Occasionally the two drivers were
thrown bodily from their seats. Poor old Angelina’s body h
to be roped to the chassis. : .

"I}.u?n there was another hazard, Near Daly Waters the
abor{gmes were burning the long grass to help them in their
hunting. By doing so they frightened game which ran towards
therr.1.. -and their spears. For many miles the country was alight
and it seemed that there was a good chance of incineraticgm
But. the motorists took the chance and raced into Daly W’aters.
thexr‘ lungs filled with smoke and the cars covered withJ
burning ash and leaves. On these sectioﬁs, of course, there
were no hotels or motels, certainly no breakfast pusiled to
the{n through a slot. They rolled out their swags and camped
beside the vehicles, brewing tea and eating salt beef,

In the Centre they'd had difficulty with sandhills, but
north of Daly Waters and Katherine water became the Jchief
problem. Dozens of creeks and rivers had to be forded and a
few of them were bridged. The ford over the Edith River, for
Instance, was four feet deep with a strong current, Dutton,and
Aunger tied tarpaulins over the front of the cars and drove




them flat out into the water, making a bow wave that _swept
twenty to thirty feet up the far bank. Angelina stopped six feet
from the bank, but the second car got clean across. There were
other problems, but no doubt existed then that they would get
to Darwin. They did-—on 20th August 1908, after 2,100 m?les
and 42 travelling days—and thus became the first motor{sts
to cross the continent. There was great delight in Adelalc‘le
and the event was hailed there as the most important so far in
“automobilism” in Australia. The front axles of both cars were
bent and the bodies showed wear and tear, but neither had
given mechanical trouble. Even more amazing is the fact that
they had only three punctures from hidden stakes though they
drove constantly through open bush.

Old Angelina has long since disappeared, but the second
Talbot is still in the Anlaby garage. For many years she ran
into Kapunda from Anlaby to pick up mail and stor.es; then,
until the jubilee trip, she went into honourable ’retirement.
But it wouldn't be surprising if Geoffrey Dutton’s sons take
her from the stables at Anlaby in the year 2008 and follow the
trail of their father and grandfather to Darwin. 1 hopfe so. And
I also hope that they let the old girl see aga}in the §1te .of her
brief stay at the Alice Springs telegraph station, which is now
a museum.

One museum piece visiting another, so to speak.

Qur visitors had arrived with increasing frequency, but

this was the only horseless carriage we saw until our return
ide.

N %d:iao‘; the travellers we saw several times was ]?r Charles
Chewings, an Adelaide geologist and anthrc.Jpologlst, whose
name has been perpetuated in Alice Springs. er was: a
colourful personality and we always enjr.)yed seeing him,
though my mother might have been happier had he been a

doctor of medicine instead of a doctor of philosophy. During

one of his visits a man from an outback station went an a
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drinking spree at the Stuart Arms Hotel, leaving his unfor-
tunate horse tied up outside. (This is one facet of cruelty to
animals that has disappeared since cars replaced horses.)
When he finally staggered out and tried to mount, the horse
expressed its disgust with a vicious kick that almost knocked
the man’s ear off.

As usual, father was sent for, Being the senior government
official, it was apparently presumed that he knew more about
such matters than others; either that, or his reputation had
been inflated since he fixed Harry Dixon’s broken thigh.

My father enlisted a number of burly men to act as nurses.
Their only task was to sit on the man and hold him still while
the amateur surgeon went to work with needle and thread
from my mother’s sewing basket,

I suppose the poor patient couldn't be blamed for his
language. Throughout the painful proceedings he abused my
father unmercifully, and likened his delicate embroidery to
that of a sewer of wheat bags.

“Where’s Chewings?” he demanded constantly. “Go and
get him! What the deuce is the good of having a doctor in the
place if I can’t have him sew me up.”’

I'msure Doctor Chewingsknewlessabout such matters than
my father but his patient wouldn't be convinced. He deserved
to get tetanus but was so tough that T doubt whether he even
had a good headache; if he did, it was more likely to have been
caused by his hangover than the kick from the horse.

My father dressed the wound with cotton wool, bandaged
it, and told him not to touch it for a while, The man grumbled
again, mounted his horse, returned the kick it had given him,
and then rode back to his station, most ungrateful and firmly
convinced that he'd been shabbily treated.

A fortnight later someone saw him in the bush with the
cotton-wool bandage still untouched. It was filthy and should
obviously have set up an infection. Horrified, the traveller
removed the bandage, cleaned the wound, and later reported
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in their dining room at 7.3, He bid them a quick goodbye and
was in time to join us for our breakfast, which was also a hearty

God would tell Mrs Meyers a lie, but surely she would have
asked him whether or not he'd had breakfast, and in any case
she'd expect that we would have fed him before such a long

there, Mrs Meyers could have been pardoned for thinking
that the hospitality at the

telegraph station was slipping.
Fancy letting a poor man start out for Oodnadatta without g

substantial meal! And what must Mrs Charles Brookes haye
thought at the Heavitree Gap police station when he arrived
there soon afterwards and accepted breakfast from her? Our
inquiries showed that the owner of this gargantuan appetite
had eaten four big meals in less than two hours. In any case,
it was enough to carry him to Charlotte Waters which he
reached six days later,

A sigh of relief is almost evident in the last entry in my
father’s diary which deals with that visit of Mr Lennox. It said
simply: “Lennox reached Oodnadatta” That meant he would
g0 aboard the train for Adelaide, and thus pass from the
responsibility of the O.T, Line and its officers,

But don’t imagine that that was the last we saw of him,
Oh, no; he came back all right, and, as had been predicted, he
died of thirst one torrig summer in the wilds north of Alice
Springs,

Another lone Tanger who appeared on the station had

declined the offer of ride by the mailman over the last stage
from Alice Well to Alice Springs,

‘Tmin a hurry? he explained.
Whether or not the mailman took that as an insult isn’t
recorded, but the fact is that the traveller beat the mail to
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the station by three hours. On his arrival, my uncle Ernest
Allchurch asked if he'd walked all the way from Adelaide.

“Oh, no!” he said, a trifle indignantly. “I took the train to
Gawler”

Gawler is 25 miles north of Adelaide, so at least he had
saved himself one-fortieth part of the thousand miles walk to
Alice Springs. After resting for a few days he walked through
to Port Darwin, worked there for three months, then walked
all the way back to Adelaide.

“I didn’t like the place;” he explained. The operators along
the line who were checking him in and out for the best part
of a year could be pardoned for thinking that he was slightly
deranged.

Among our most welcome visitors were the Line Party.
Day-to-day maintenance of the OT, Line had to be done
by the local linemen and as I've said often by the operators
themselves. In addition, it was patrolled regularly by a party
of experts who arrived in a laden wagon hauled by ten horses.
They were responsible for the permanent maintenance of

poles, insulators, and wires on the 800-mile section between
Oodnadatta and Powell Creek. We saw them twice a year on
their way north and again on the return trip to Oodnadatta.

They were a lively crew, all expert Bushmen and horsemen;
they had to be to survive in that country. During our stay the
man most frequently in charge was Tom Hanley, a tall, self-
reliant bushie who, 'm sure, could have driven around Australia
in his wagon. He had gone to Peake telegraph station west of
Lake Eyre as a lad. Peake survives on today’s maps only asa
river bed which in the occasional wet season runs and spills its
contents into the Neales and eventually Lake Eyre. But wheil'

Tom Hanley first went there it was the most northerly telegrap
station. Like Strangways and Bloods Creek and Charloite

Wiaters, it was an important stopping place on the overland

track before the railway went through to Oodnadatta, passii
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:; by and allowing it to be forgotten. However the journals of
1'ke c;zrly explorers like Ernest Giles and the early missionaries
1ke Kempe and Schwarz attest to its original ;
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Chapter Ten
e

THE CANTANKEROUS
COUNTRY

WHAT A CANTANKEROUS AND UNPREDICTABdLE
country it is! One day we were in the grip of what appeared ' to
be an everlasting drought. Within 24 hours we were nee 1r:ig
an ark rather than a buggy to get us through th.e flooded ll:.m !
One day the only mineral in sight was the micaceous g‘ itter
in the earth. Next week we had a gold rush on our hands! 1
For some years gold had been mined at Arltunga. Sevetl;e
hundred pounds worth was shipped sout?l unescorted on t
fortnightly mail coach. Precautions against theft werfzi I:}(:
taken because none were needed; anyone who robbe :
coach could not hope to escape in a land where Fhe weﬂs’ w:}:‘.
thirty miles apart and led inevitably to the policeman in the
nea{;itnt";:;oz’ arush began in earnest when gold was fourf.i
at Winnecke’s Depot, fifty miles north-east of the telegrap
Statjl’:;nI.’ve said, the only road to the north passed through th#
station. Along it, in the next few wef;ks a?d 'rrllsonths, thete
ird procession of men and materials.
tra‘ggfcf ij:: :fnz magic word, much more so thax’n itis today.
A few fabulous fortunes had been made elsewhere in Australii;
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at Bendigo and Ballarat and Bathurst. At Beechworth in
Victoria three million ounces were mined in fourteen years.
In 1855 an aspiring politician named Cameron rode his horse
through the town, drawing attention to himself by the fact
that the horse was shod with golden shoes. Thousands of
prospectors were flocking to Western Australia where great
nuggets of gold were to be picked up in the bush and even in
the streets of burgeoning towns, At Coolgardie, years later, the
Golden Eagle nugget was found to be worth £6,000. A mere
trinket...for twenty years later Brown’s Eldorado nugget of
2,000 ounces netted £43,000.

Paddy Hannan, Tom Flanagan and Dan Shea found gold at
Kalgoorlie in 1893, only nine years before the time of which I
speak. In a single week fourteen hundred eager miners, with
gold in their eyes, arrived on the field from the four corners
and by 1905 the city had a population of 200,000, Today it is
21,000. The Golden Mile, however, is still Australia’s biggest
gold mining centre, having produced gold worth more than
£200 million.

This was the climate in Australia when the word went out
to the world, in telegrams sent by my father and his operators,
that gold had been found at Winnecke.

And then, miraculously, the invasion began. There were
men in buggies, drays, wagons, sulkies, and on horseback.
There were men with packhorses and others humping their
blueys; there were even men who pushed handcarts carrying
their belongings all the way from Qodnadatta—and if that
wasn't the ultimate in doing it the hard way I'd like to know
what was.

Alice Springs was transformed almost overnight, The
population doubled and then trebled. Whereas we usually
Saw a new face once a month, sometimes only once in three
months, we now had more than we could readily identify.

"GoldnearAliceSpringsi”thenewspapershadannounced—




and the same day men who had been heading east or west
across the continent turned their faces to the north. Some
arrived surprisingly quickly, as men do to any new goldfieid,
hoping to be first to uncover the nuggets that would put them
in clover for the rest of their lives,

As with gold strikes everywhere, the miners' Wefe f‘ollowed
by stock exchange manipulators who did their digging fifty
miles from Winnecke within immediate reach of the tele-
graph to Adelaide. Some were honest and some were not,
and 1 wouldn’t be surprised if those who were not were the
only ones to make any money. They spent endleﬁslhours at
the station, waiting day after day for telegrams gwtmg 5hem
the latest prices and information, and sending their * Puy and
“sell” orders on receipt of encouraging or discouraging news
from the field. .

Our quiet haven became a trading post for sharpies always
on the alert for good tips from the “track” at Winnecke. A grteat
many who came to Alice Springs and traded on the Adelaide
stock exchange never went near the mines. They created an
atmosphere of excitement—of gold-rush fever—that was
infectiousand, incredibly, even my cautious mother succumbed
to it. Not even she was immune to the blandishments of

two mining promoters who were entertained in our homt.'.
and enthused about the prospects of their particular hole in !
the ground to such an extent that she invested some of her
precious savings—quite blindly, on nothing l?etter than tht'
say-so of two men who had everything to gain and nothing
to lose.

The run she got for her money lasted just two days, |
was then discovered, as might have been predicted, that -
promising vein had petered out. Mother lost everything she
had invested, but the promoters sold in time. : 4

Shrewd gentlemen of that kind soon lost thelf' populg
around Alice Springs and ceased to be received with anything
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more than polite formality. They were anathema to the genuine
bushmen, especially to Tom Hanley. He was scandalized
on hearing that mother had lost her savings and took every
opportunity to openly insult the promoters concerned.

He called through the kitchen door one day as a promoter
approached, “Are you there, Mrs Bradshaw?”

When mother answered, Tom shouted in the most scath-
ing tones, “Here comes one of your robbers now”

Of course mother was haorrified. “Oh, Mister Hanley,” she
said, “you mustn’t say that. He didn’t mention investing, you
know; it was my own idea entirely”

“Aw!” Tom said disgustedly. “Fancy anyone accepting your
hospitality and treating you like that. Robbers, that’s what they
are, and nothing else!” He seemed ready to strike the man,

And still the prospectors came!

For the rest of that year and throughout 1903 there were
new arrivals every week, Hope is said to spring eternal in the
human breast, but I wonder where their energy sprang from,
They were undeterred by the terrible summer, riding and
tramping through the sand, fortified by the artificial rainbow
they could see at the end of the trail. Like most rainbows, this

one disappeared almost as quickly as it came,

Some of the men arrived in shocking condition. My father’s
diary for 27th January 1903 records the gift of flour to a group
of destitute swagmen who arrived on foot from Oodnadatta.
Those who have driven through Central Australia in summer

will know what these men suffered as they passed through a
living hell. It would have been possible for them to walk only
i the early morning and late evening hours; to have walked
during the day would assuredly have led to their deaths from
dehydration. Even now I am amazed at the courage and
#durance of the men who got through and often wonder how
many perished and lie in nameless graves in the desert, their
tiched bones covered by the drifting sand,




Communications between Alice Springs and Win.nec.l;e
were primitive for the first year or so...well., for th.e entire life
of the field. Telegrams arriving daily at Alice Spr}ngs had 1:0
be sent fifty miles by messengers, generally ab?r1g1nes, who
walked both ways in four or five days. The diary for 10th

03 reads:
]anuar“};\llairiginal took telegrams to Winnecke, returned 1’5,th.
Another left for Winnecke before return of the' ﬁrst..
It must have occurred to my father that it was high time
Winnecke had its own post office. The mail and telegraph
traffic had increased to the stage at which it representec‘l a
major part of the Alice Springs business. He .Went .to thtrll—
necke by buggy on 13th March, presumably to %n.vestxga‘xteB e
need for a post office and report to the authorities on it. |..1t
government departments were apparently as slow ’wath ‘the‘ir
replies in those days as they are today, for it wasn't until six
months later, on 3rd September, that the Winnecke post office
ed.
g:fnZI;izams arrived frequently with loads for the goldfields
at Arltunga and Winnecke. Geologists came too, the e.:xperts
who would finally determine whether the fields were likely ltlo
warrant exploitation by big companies. One o{ them was the
government geologist Mr H. Y. L. (“Geology”) ]'Bro'wn who
travelled by camel throughout Central Australia in those
ear?’;:()e a;fa;rs passed from the arrival of the first prospectors
before I was able to visit Winnecke, but I eventually wen‘t ;he;e
in style—driven in the buggy by Harry I(ulnoth and w1td tr e
governess, Miss Mabel Taylor, as companion. We stayed lar

a few days with the manager of the crushing battery and his

wife, Mr and Mrs George Lines.

The road through the hills was unbelievably rough and we
were constantly in danger of being thrown out of the buggy. P;
trace broke and a storm came up. We got off the track severa
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times and were thankful for a haven at Bond Springs station
on the first night. The station handyman prepared a guest
foom across one end of the farge stonepaved kitchen, Hessian
was stretched over bush timber and wire, and behind it were
two bunks made of bagging laced over saplings. They were
very comfortable beds but so narrow that | had to climb out
to turn over.

These bush-made beds were the rule rather than the
exception throughout the Centre in the early days. Most
station workers had bunks of bullock hide stretched tight as
a drum over a sturdy frame. They had a shelf at the head for a
candle or lantern. What more could a man want, especially as
they were extremely cool to sleep on? The answer, of course,
is that today a man could want inner springs and a fan or an
air-conditioned room.

I found Winnecke a calico village, a straggling land of tents
and bough shelters. George Lines and his wife lived in two big
Square tents connected by a breezeway and insulated from the
sun by brush walls and a rubberoid roof. This material was
also used for the floor, There were deck chairs and improvised
furniture, all of it quite comfortable. They even had a small
portable organ used for sing-songs in the evening. My diary
complains that it was pitched a little too high for the songs I
sang and for “Juanita” which I sang as a duet with Mr Lines.
No television, no radio, no theatre, no cinema...and yet we
had simple fun that kept us very happy.

Whether the miners were happy in their crude humpies is
open to question. I'm sure their happiness wasn’t dependent
on their living conditions but on the nuggets they'd found and
the pennyweights they'd dollied.

It is one of the whims of nature that she has generally put
mineral deposits in inhospitable corners of the globe —the
Yukon, the South African desert, Siberia, and even Kalgoorlie
and Coolgardie, which were a long way from anywhere when
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found. The old girl was running true to form by arranging that
gold would be found at Winnecke, and later Tennant Creek.
Like mining fields everywhere—at least until Rum Jungle
and Mary Kathleen were born—Winnecke had an atmosphere
of ugly impermanence. It was a shanty town which could well
have disappeared in the first duststorm. Only the battery had
a permanent look about it. How it was hauled there from
Oodnadatta, along the incredibly rough trail, boulder strewn
and pitted with washaways and gutters, | have no idea. it
must have been a colossal undertaking requiring ingenuity
and courage. Photographs show that the boiler firing the
steam-driven machinery must have weighed many tons. The
chimney was thirty feet high. Then there was the ten-head
battery itself, weighing many more tons. It all came in wagons
from Oodnadatta. The convoy which brought it was held up
for six weeks by a breakdown before being able to cross the
Finke River. What men they were!

One of my first memories of strident noise is of that
gold battery working at Winnecke, with the great crunching
clangour reverberating between the walls of the rocky hills.
I remember being shown over one of the mines, the Golden
Goose, which unfortunately turned out, like the rest of them,
to be more goose than golden. I drove to a prospector’s camp
in a deep gully and there watched alluvial gold being washed
by a man who'd walked from Qodnadatta for the privilege of
seeing a few colours of gold.

My strongest memory is of Saturday-night shopping i
Winnecke village, The miners and prospectors worked all g
day every day and would have worked at night, too, if thered
been light. As they couldn't, they reserved Saturday night for
shopping at the motley of tent-stores and bag-emporiums,
perhaps rounding off the evening’s entertainment with a visit-
to Winnecke Hotel, a post-and-rail structure surmounted by

a roof of spinifex. How it escaped being set on fire when the

rowdy element took over was always a mystery.
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IongOr;Oilits sl;?(ppinlg round each of the prospectors had a
Ster-like calico bag slung over hj i
i g is shoulder in which
ything—flour, tea, sy i
; , » 1€a, sugar, rice—and someh.
with a series of knots, prevented one from becoming mi:?;‘;)

b 3
tiag, x:lrhlch was then knotted securely above it, and the sugar
th[::p:e in; (1; was lfnotted again, and the process repeated %or
e ; and the rice until the bag bulged in varying shapes
i mg t‘o the qu.a'ntity of separate commodities, [ often
gron e;ii ’1f the ‘miners, having returned home from the
o ﬂ:) i 111 t get the sugar mixed with the rice and the tea with

UL I'm not sure that it’s gn i
P idea I would recommend to
4 ;T:;elilt:lele;s, it was a colourful scene. There were no
Ights, of course, so each of the mj i
’ miners carried a hurri-
cane lantern, Thege bobbed i s
. around like glow-
from all over Australi e 2 Cotbess, R
13, as well as Afghans and Ch;
moodily about thejr busine e N
. ss; most of them, I'm
of little else but i ..
getting back to the holes in th
e groun i
wo;ld eventually prove to be their Eldorados. g which

Westyg}cf:y,ty\w;lnnecke had some of the appearance of a wild

nty town—but that descripti i

B e b pton probably flatters it.

ived there for fo i i

; . ur years, making th
Omes in a corner of the Australian bush that has | -
heen forgotten, 5

E ,

L 0;1;’1}/ 'on the morning we were leaving I was sent to buy a

A ruit from a shed-store run by an Afghan, After knockin

B fil closed front door without getting an answer [ walkeg

Lmen toA the .back. And there [ came upon one of those

E ?:.i;sfm?g situations that make vou feel like an intruder,

- ;S t }tl S.Olv.ll was on his prayer mat, kneeling and bowing;

€ rising sun and presumably M i i

¢ ‘ - ¥ Mecca, quite oblivio

the knockmg and the Interruption I had caused, Sol backelzlg
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to his communion with the Prophet. He lost a sale, and for an

n trader to do that is proof of his piety. ‘
Afgllrlla}uly 1903 there was an outbreak of typhoid fever Yvk}lch
caused several deaths on the goldfield. Sanitary c?ndluons
were such that there was grave danger of an epidemic sweep-
ing Central Australia, with possible fearful consequences
if it got among the natives. An appeal was sent south f(?r a
doctor. To save the time necessary to bring one from Aqelalde,
Dr H. W. Shanahan came from Marree with a che'mlst, Mr
Bishop. They must have driven all day and half the n.1ght from
Oodnadatta because, with only a pair of Timor ponies to pl,}il
their buggy across gibbers and sandhills, they reached us in
seven days. This was a truly wonderful feat, and a record for
the trip at that time.

My father’s medical diary shows that he subseq.uently con-
sulted Dr Shanahan by telegram on several occasions, When
the outbreak of typhoid subsided and the doctor departed he
left with us a quantity of the best drugs then available. These are
also listed in the diary and include digitalis and belladonna:

Less than two years after my original visit [ xivent to Win-
necke again with my father. It must have been simply for th:a
drive, or to have a look around, for by then W’innec'ke wasn't
even a ghost town. Except for the big battery standing alo'ne,
silent and rusty, the scrub already enfolding it, thelje wa.snt a
single reminder that this had once been an industrious if not
prosperous mining centre. '

I was astonished by the utter desolation of the place. |
wondered if I had dreamt that there had ever been a street
with several stores, an hotel, and a number of houses‘\;. Tl:ley
had disappeared as completely as if picked up in a whirlwind

and scattered across the near-by Simpson Desert. ‘

What had happened so suddenly to the men moving over
the hills like busy ants at their nests? . _

What had happened to the horses and buggies, to the
Afghans and their strings of camels?
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What had silenced the clatter of the ten stampers in the
battery, the noise that could be heard for miles and obliterated
all other sound? '

They had all gone back to where they came from, cashing
their colours for a grub-stake to see them through and, for
those who were tired or aged, a ride on the coach to Qodna-
datta. The song of birds in the mulga, the cark of crows and
hawks come to scavenge on the tips, the wail of dingoes
and the rustle of trees disturbed by willy-willies—these had
returned to claim their rightful places in the natural orchestra
that had been lost in the hiss of steam, the grind of wheels, and
the stamp of the crusher.

In the gullies farther out there may still have been one or
two optimistic fossickers, their hearts less faint, their courage
higher, or their stupidity greater than those of the men who
had gone. Otherwise there wasn't a sound or a movement or
any indication of human life to suggest that this had once been
the site of men’s hopes.

The ground where the houses once stood had returned to
its virgin state. The government battery which George Lines
ran had given its answer in the amalgamation pots,

The answer was No or Not Enough.

And under the stampers which battered their ore to powder
there died the dreams that had kept men going with their picks
and hammers and tappers.

My father and I turned from Winnecke as from a cemetery,
for here lay the dreams of men who had Iaboured as few
before them.

But photographs of the hotel, of the battery, and of the
house occupied by George Lines and his wife have survived.
These show that Alice Springs, instead of being a tourist town,
might today have been the pretty neighbour of a Central
Australian Kalgoorlie,

In September 1904, after five years on the station, my
mother decided that she must have a holiday in the south.
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She longed to see her parents and family, her old friends in
Adelaide, and, not least, the sea.

For five years she had hankered for a breath of salt air.
Having been born at sea and having spent most of her life
beside t, I can understand that she was running out of patience
with the aridity of the Centre, the spinifex, the duststorms,
the summer heat, the isolation, the limited companionship,
and the constant gamble with the continued good health of
her growing children. Like all those early pioneers, she must
have dreaded the thought of serious illness. Anyway, five
years seemed a reasonable time to have spent in Alice Springs
without a holiday. And so the preparations began, and the
excitement mounted, to be capped with the terse entry in my
father’s diary:

Sept, 12: Mrs. B. and family left for O.D.

How like him to have referred to his wife as “Mrs B” But
that was my father all right—courteous, affectionate, and
attentive, but reticent and formal in the extreme. The “O.D”
was telegraph code for Oodnadatta, as "A.G." was for Alice
Springs and “B.K” for Barrow Creek.

The four Bradshaw children then old enough to attend
school were overjoyed at the prospect of a long holiday. For
almost a year we'd been under the thumb of an experienced
teacher, Mrs Louisa Cornock, a widow who had come to us
from Adelaide. Our previous governesses had been pleasant
and easy-going but academically unqualified. The result must
have been obvious in the standard of our knowledge, for Mrs

Cornock was frankly horrified, and said so. Efficiency in the
schoolroom is not the most endearing trait in any teacher as
far as her pupils are concerned; invariably, they react more
sympathetically to the principle of laissez-faire. But if Mrs
Cornock was nothing else she was efficient, and we were on

the receiving end.

As children do, we looked on her as an old woman; she
was older than my mother, who was still in her thirties, but
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;};‘: :roullclln t have been much more than forty-five. Whatever
ge, however, when she s j ‘
) poke we jumped to it, W
per ; . We were
o kbe;ci ES V\;e d never been worked before, Saturday mornings
a iree period with other
governesses i
Cornock we went to our lessons, R
the(d):r ultimate grievance with her was that we couldn’t enjo
e L:v;e wlhen we went on picnics, as we frequently did; thos:
i nhuc Ky enough to be sitting in the buggy with her didn’t
- ea :h an;e to chatter about the scenery, the kangaroos, the
us, the aborigines, the sand o ’ :
] n the wheels, the h
o : . ’ orses, or
Ouif oftl:ier things that are important to a child’s mind when
ut-of-doors ar{d on an errand of pleasure; instead we we
glan mental arithmetic and repetitive tables *
“Cons1e, eight times nine please?”
Iiaik, what is the sum of fourteen and seventeen?”
- i an)‘r Yvonder that during this period I made a point
a wa}lr(s riding to the picnics. And how glad I was that Mrs
r 't ri
Smlﬁg; d(.:otuldnt ride, and could not therefore come within
Istance or history distance of
me, I made su
i : re that
y T}'lorse nhever approached within easy earshot of the buggy.
i Chi?dlisierS Cornock was straitlaced, but that was apparentlir
Sh impression. She affected oth i
& o impres others differently, Charlie
, e Barrow Creek lineme
e : n, had met her whi
visiting Alice Springs and be W
cameanardentadmirer, L i
remembers that on one occas; o
. casion when the station
using the private tele Yy
phones for a Sunday gossip M
Wwas persuaded to speak to a e
nother operator at B
- —— . P I at Barrow Creek,
ground of faint roman i
Aty ce, he couldn’t let that
qmcflha'u;/i[e! ge shouted across the station compound. “Come
y! Mrs Cornock i .
i is on the telephone and wants to
Charli . .
dithel';a%;l :’l(ilzlﬂm}; afed about sixty, disappeared in a terrible
3 e hadn't returned in a fe
4 . W moments one of
€ men went to search for him. Poor Charlie, unaccustomed

.

speak
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to telephones, was found in a frenzy in his room; his clothes
were strewn everywhere and he was trying to get into his
“down-south” suit, with an appropriate collar and tie. He was
determined that while speaking to Mrs Cornock he would be
correctly dressed; he was equally determined not to let her
“see” him, or ever suspect that while he spoke to her he was
dressed in a pair of pyjamas, which served as summer dress for
the men on Tennant Creek and Barrow Creek stations. Having
been made by the operators themselves, they were scarcely
Savile Row quality. Even if the lady was 170 miles away, I
thought it was a nice gesture for Charlie to make. There’d have
been more point to it, of course, if we'd then had the television
phones I'm told are now on the way.

The prospect of a holiday pleased us immensely, and not
only because we would be free of the schoolroom for several
months. But what a vast amount of planning and preparation
it meant for my mother,

Everything had to be thought out months in advance. She
couldn’t expect to get what she wanted around the corner
at the nearest emporium, for there wasn't one. The town-
ship stores carried a meagre stock of clothes, and nothing

for girls, so she had to write to Adelaide for samples of dress
materials and wait six weeks before they came. Having made
her selection and mailed her order, there was then another six
weeks’ wait for the goods. Three months had passed befare;
at last, she could spread her paper patterns and begin cutting
out, trying on, and sewing, It was an endless business and if
for that reason only I'm sure she needed the holiday at the end
of it. Fortunately one of the men, aware of her monumenta
labour, cleverly attached a foot treadle to the hand—opera‘n:ail
sewing machine, That was a great help.
Someone else’s inspiration turned out a dismal failure
This was a long round canvas bag referred to elegantly as "tie
valise” and intended to be a convenient carry-all to stow & ay
under the buggy seats. But like a soldier’s kitbag It was the
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- .
Co(r)lstt;aagﬁgravaung,‘ temper provoking, thoroughly detestable
i p }(l)n- ever invented. It opened only at one end and
. ;}:s,ht e wan'ted article was at the other. You scrabbled’
- fi ; :evdezt:mg;ybf;coming increasingly irritable, until you

mpty the entire bag on the f]
and then push everythin s
g back. I know just h i
about those huge sausage-like ki e e
N ge-like kitbags inflicted on them during
Atr
three-dl;nktful. of‘ clothes that the six of us would need on the

e t}}fl fain journey was sent by camels to Oodnadatta
: other was sent straight through to Adelaide to b :
or us on arrival there, e

Al

. til ;)rtllrb:h:sst clothes were put aside to wear on the track

o Shl;;):v;lrafwayl.( Many a pair of patched knickers
! rock was left to decorate the scrub :
3;1; ;Z?Ir;:ght ca‘mps. If anyone had really been intereite?lt
i om Alice Springs to Oodnadatta could have beer;
Owe exactly by the clothes we discarded.
e 1;1:; if:;y forn‘j;ell-rl governesses, Miss Elsie Conigrave, who
one of the operators, Alec McF ,
us. We also took Vernon, th ? e
» the small son of M

) rand Mrs Ch

g;;t:glsw;: hbad taken over the Stuart Arms Hotel in :;ilsz

- the boy was going to Adelai i

eyes. And there was Mrs Cornock L S
H ig b

Splenz?;ly }Ifunoth drove the big buggy with its team of five

e orses. The buckboard came along behind with

t:)nt w;‘;lvmg horses, packhorses, and two aboriginal assis

lm]isz.e ; enllook at old photographs of the Ioaded buggy and

o :; Vt\: traveil}elzd in it for a fortnight in each direction I

at we thought so little of the tri i

e . : e trip. At first it was

; quently it was just a b i
got over as quickly as possible Rt
W i ’
- 1:eelgaptkan anxious eye on the sky, for neither the bug
b uc1 board had a hood. From the first day the weathi
» sultry, and ominous; although rain might not fall for
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several years, the desert can be a terror when it does, especially
during the infrequent equinoctial storms, We also had to
face the possibility of the horses bogging if the storm broke;
there could be long delays which would seriously embarrass
our food position, Perhaps we'd have to live off the land and
eat lizards, rats, and dingoes like the nomadic tribesmen. I'm
sure I'd have starved rather than do so, yet I'm told that true
starvation is a great destroyer of scruples.
On reflection I realize what a tremendous responsibility
the journey must have been for mother in her department and
Harry Kunoth in his, Twelve white people and three aborigines
had to be fed three times a day for a fortnight; except for the
stores at Horseshoe Bend and Blood’s Creck there wasn't 2
place on the track where supplies could be replenished.
There was no butcher’s shop, yet we must have obtained
fresh meat from one of the stations we passed because I
clearly remember Harry grilling steak for a dawn breakfast,
At that moment mother was still busy packing our overnight
clothes and Harry, anxious to get a few miles under the wheels
before the sun was too high, gave us our food. Thick slices of
steak were wedged between even thicker slices of bread and
eaten with the fingers; as far as Harry was concerned, three-
year-olds should be able to manage that as well as grown-ups.
My sister Edna, who had been born in Alice Springs, was not
yet three; she eyed her enormous sandwich from all angles,
perplexed at how to attack it but, like any small child in the
open air, ravenously hungry and wanting to eat.
“Harry, Harry, 1 cant get my mouth a-tween, she.
complained.
Fortunately mother came from the tent at that moment
with her hands free and reduced Edna’s sandwich to a more
manageable size. I couldn’t help because I'd already started on

The crushing battery at Winnecke goldfield was brought in by camels
and Wago
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mine and was in midstream, so to speak, with meat, juice, and
crumbs all over my face.

The weather continued to be threatening and when
we'd gone about half-way to Oodnadatta it finally broke. A
thunderstorm came up quickly late one afternoon and we
were soon promised a good drenching. There was no sedan
hood, no such thing as winding up the windows; I doubt if we
even had an umbrella, which wouwldn't have helped us much
anyway,

The storm came so quickly that the first heavy drops of
rain were upon us as Harry swung the team of five horses
into lightly timbered country east of the track. Some of us
may have wondered, in view of the threat from the skies, why
he hadn't done so earlier. We were certainly mystified as he
continued to drive in through the scrub with the rest of our
circus following. And then, as if by magic, there was a bell tent
in a small clearing in the middle of nowhere, [ seem to recall
Harry saying that it had been left there a year or so earlier
by a party of surveyors in order to reduce their load; Harry,
superb bushman that he was, knew exactly where to turn off
the track to take us there unerringly. [ would have passed that
spot without knowledge that any kind of shelter was available

before reaching Oodnadatta.

We jumped down from the buggies and bundled into the
tent while the rain poured down. I have no idea what the
aboriginal horseboys or the white drivers did that night except
that they must have had a truly miserable time; I do know that
ten of us packed like sardines into that old tent with our feet

The first car to cross Australia, Harry Dutton and Murray Aunger at
Alice Springs telegraph station, 16 December 1907

My uncle Ernest Allchurch watching Murray Aunger CrOSSIng a creek
ear Darwin

(PHOTO: H. H, DI TTON)




towards the centre pole. It was a night that I'll never forget.
Although we were physically exhausted after several days of
buggy-riding, sleep didn’t come easily. At an unknown hour
there was a call in the darkness from my eldest brother, Mort,
who was lying nearest the door.

“Mother, my blankets are so wet, and I'm cold) he
complained.

And no wonder! When mother lit the hurricane lantern
and investigated she found the poor boy was not only wet, but
in swirling water, The tent leaked and was now surrounded
by a miniature lake. We called the men and they dug trenches
to carry the water away. The children on dry ground had to
squeeze even closer together to accommodate those lying in
water. There were grunts and groans and protests, but they
soon subsided when mother took a hand.

It was no use saying, “Oh, mother, Jack’s knee is sticking
into me” or “Mother, I can’t breathe—Consie is squashing me”
She spoke firmly and simply, “Not a word from any of you!”

There is an indelible picture of her in my mind recorded at

that moment. In the dim light of the lantern I saw her standing
among the recumbent forms. She was in sole command of the
situation with a bottle of camphor in one hand and a spoon
and sugar in the other. To this day I wonder how she found
them in that mess. Everyone had to take a dose of camphor
sprinkled on sugar as a prophylactic against chill. Not one
of us made a fuss; as our turn came we stoically gulped the
horrible medicine —and all from the same spoon. When it
was Mrs Cornock’s turn she made a feeble protest and would
have pushed the spoon away. What joy it was to those of us
who had been subject to her discipline for months past to hear
mother say, “Not a word. Take it” And take it she did, like ong
of the children.

' What a night! Next morning, although the rain had stopped,

there were pools of water everywhere, but such is the capacity
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of desert sand for fluid that
i we were not delayed b
track. We did have other tribulations though. i
. "f(lllat day, ‘ Mort, Vernon South, and I travelled in the
ckboard with a driver named Paddy McCoy. These horses
were particularly tired after the ing j '
. gruelling journey and
\ : . . Y and showed
; alzﬁzfing behll?d rlf:hhe big buggy and eventually behind the
§ as well. They'd been pulling us through
over gibbers for ten days or more; th e Epa
i there was little feed on th
track and they were reaching not only the end of their st tl?
but also their patience. s
At the midday dinner cam
P we met a station worker
offered mother the shelter of his small hut for the nigh:v I;z
we were pressing on to reach it. It must have been built si’nce
Eu; first Journey north because I couldn’t remember passing it
Oe Gt Finally darkness fell and the horses decided they’dggo
t n strike; normally we camped before dusk and allowed them
b0 graze, but here, towards the end of along haul, they were
bemg asked to pull after dark. Paddy roared and threatened
ut: seemec‘l unable to urge them out of a slow walk. At last
while crossing the sandy bed of a wide cree : ,
struggle and stopped altogether.
S Paddy became a.Imost demented with rage. Alternately he
WWOII'Z, I’lsed the whip, and tried to lead them across, but they
1 orh‘nt move another step. In his temper Paddy completely
tgs is head ar.ld flung himself down in the creek-bed...and at
at moment, if .he was demented, he became suddenly and
Ergﬁn;ly sane. His ear had come in contact with the sand and
e ha .heard tl"le most ominous of all sounds to a bushman
caught in our circumstances. He listened momen
f(s) thehaliorigines do, then jumped up and yelled:
W, holy heaven, she’s i ; g
- ey esin flood and she’s coming down...she’s
A ; coufltd never make up my mind whether Paddy prayed or
re after that. Perhaps there was a little of each, and more

k, they gave up the

tarily again,




of the swearing when we were out of earshot. I-{r;j seized th:;e1
whip and began frenziedly lashing the hors}e\_l‘;\fh‘lch seceln;fle
i ike. It was a cruel exhibition an
the ringleader of the strike. . '
f gid ngcl)t relish, for the horse had been a faithful serva}?té
nevertheless, this was a dangerous situation amn:lf I iupposelii a.g
in by the fury of the assaultin
Paddy shouldn’t be blamed. Stung '
wilipythe horse reared and kicked. The iron hook on 1:h':e1 trga;t:ls
nt its leg and, when the horse moved again,
caught in the flesh of its e o e
ipped it open. It stood there, trembling : :
rlsr[l);ps mc?rtally wounded, with blood pouring from a terrible
[c)ut Paddy fairly howled as he unharnessed t&e poor creaturelt
led'it away, and turned it loose. I suppose it died, for we neve
it again. ‘ .
Saw\;fe I?ad stood helplessly by, watching with l‘torror as P:;dtﬁz
took the doomed animal away. But then I decided tha:1 élped
i in flood it was time we
creek was really coming down in . o
i th fear, so [ hoiste
lves. Vernon South was quaking e
:Lliﬁ:zzemy back, told Mort to come with me, arﬁd sftagierelzl
, d to the far bank.
h the darkness and the heavy san |
?J;)rtgwe waited, not knowing whether we would have to stay
all night or not.
tlrle}:’(:erhaltasgthe remaining three horses hearc? the roarIof tze
creek too, or felt its vibrations through their hoofs.‘ ar}tarz
case, with the strike leader gone, they agreedhto movte},le bznk
o Paddy leading them up
time we could see a subdued e
ds us. We plodded on throug
and through the gloom towar: ; e
i i lanterns bobbing ahead an
the night until we saw ) e
igi t back to search for us.
with a party of aborigines sen : "
i h the tiny hut an
eat relief, soon afterwards, to reac . .
:hi]; mother was already sorting out bedding dry'. enoug?trgi
in to— fter the experience o
sed, and for us to fall in to—for a th
l;:; few hours my nerves were a little frayed and I could thin&
bed.
f nothing I wanted more than a warm |
’ r]l?;efc:)regdropping off to sleep, however, 1 thought that, of

us all, mother would probably be the most thankful when we
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reached QOodnadatta, Throughout that trip she cared for seven
children—her own six and Vernon South—and two women.
The former governess, Mrs McFeat, could not be of much
help because she was expecting her first baby, She had bravely
taken on a buggy ride of more than three hundred miles with
a baby almost ready to be born. Then she had to face a three-
day train journey of 688 miles to Adelaide. I've no doubt that
had the baby been born prematurely on the track my mother
would have delivered it safely. Mrs Cornock, although most
efficient and a bit of an ogre in the schoolroom, was utterly
helpless in the practical business of organizing, feeding, and
bedding down a large family; as I've said, mother at one stage
had to look after her, too,

As we arrived in darkness we hadn’t noticed that near-by
Hamilton Bore gushed piping hot water from itg artesian flow
hundreds of feet below. But we saw it next morning, steaming
into troughs, ready-made for baths and laundry. Mother took
the Opportunity of having local aboriginal women wash our
muddy clothes, so that when we started on the trail again we
had a valise crammed with clean dresses,

By that time the Alberga River was in flood. We had to
cross it that day if we were to catch the fortnightly train from
Oodnadatta,

After years of Central Australian dust ] thought the flowing
Alberga, a hundred yards wide, was a magnificent sight. But
I'don't think my mother would have been so glad to see it,
knowing that somehow seven children, three women, and
assorted men and horses had to get across. Nor would she
have been fortified by the sight of gum trees obviously feet-
deep in the centre of the stream, and the wide expanse of
rushing water heavy with debris as it swirled past.

But Harry Kunoth had fought worse battles and been in
tighter corners. He took command like a good general direct-
ing amphibious troops, giving explicit orders and gaining the
confidence of us all—at least of those of us who could swim.
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Not having seen enough water to swim in for many years, few
of us could.

The aboriginal horseboys were sent through first to select

the best track. When their horses swam they knew that way
was too deep for the buggy and buckboard, and so they tried
again, and again, until they were satisfied about the shallowest
crossing. They were followed by the spare harness horses and
the pack horses, all of which got through safely. Next came the
heavy five-horse buggy. What a good thing it was so high, I
thought, and that Harry Kunoth was such an expert horseman.
As 1 watched my mother, the two other women, and brothers
and sisters go into the stream with him, I might have been
excused if I'd felt a little fear; but I didn’t, because [ had complete
faith in his horsemanship and his knowledge of the bush. On
reflection, it seems that during those years we often put our
lives in the hands of such practical men as Harry.

We watched the water swirl up to the horses’ hocks, to their
flanks, and then the bow-wave they made with their barrel-
chests. Sometimes it seemed that the water would reach their
withers, and then they would swim and the buggy would float
downstream—but that didn’t happen. Harry flicked his whip if
a horse hesitated. This was a moment for firm control and he
showed those wonderful animals who was boss. He kept them

moving when it seemed that they would struggle and begin to

swirm, If they'd had toes I would say that in the middle of the

Alberga they were on tiptoes. But at last they were acro

then it was our turn,

Mort and I, the two eldest children, had been left behind to
drive with Paddy. Almost at once we were wading out into the
stream. The buckboard was much lower than the buggy and

shed through it, soaking the stores and forcing us all
dry. Two of the smaller

but the others didn't 1ose their footini

water ru
to stand on the seat to keep our feet
horses began to swim,

and dragged them through. We were given a small chee

ss and

cting like the leadin
Well they might. b o
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and I'm sure mother
gave a silent
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Ove water and finally pulled us to dry land re of their
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“Oh Harry...Harry...Harry!” she said, half gasping, half
weeping, clinging to him in her distress and aware that she
could easily have been killed.

One of Harry’s big hands was beating a comforting tattoo
on her shoulders, although I wouldn’t be surprised if he was
embarrassed.

“Never mind, Missus; never mind, Missus; never mind,
Missus? he repeated, as though it was part of a theme song.
Edna, yelling her head off, had been rescued from bushes at
the side of the track. We knew at once from the volume of her
wails that she was unhurt except for shock and a wounded
pride.

So we went on our way—but there were bruises on my
mother’s knees for months afterwards. They were purple
and green and blue, and in later years she had a great deal of
trouble with them.

Well, there was Oodnadatta at last, and our boarding house,
and how glad we were to see it, and to know that henceforth we
would be in the comfort of a railway carriage until we reached
Adelaide and began our romp on the beaches and in the parks
and visited the friends we hadn't seen for five years. Now the
excitement of the holiday began to affect me; for a teenage
girl there were so many things I wanted to do, and would do,
because we were to be away for about nine months and there
would be plenty of time.

But first we all needed a bath after being a fortnight without
one on the track. And how we needed it, our bodies coated
with grime and dust and sweat. I can’t say whether there was a
conventional bathroom at our boarding house. I rather doubt
it. In any case, mother had a better idea. One of the lubras
filled two large tubs with warm water. In one the children in
turn were soaped and scrubbed, in the other they were rinsed,
just as though they were dirty clothes.

And that night, after a fortnight on the hard ground, we
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slept in beds, real beds with mattresses; and though that was
long before the day of innersprings, the sheer luxury of the
sleep I had in that humble Oodnadatta boarding house has
remained one of the strongest memories of my life,
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
m@@

THE JOYS OF
REVELATION

NEXT MORNING THE YOUNGER MEMBERS OF THE;
Bradshaw family were beside themselves with e)clilfleleent Zr
iding i in. Edna and Donnell had nev
he prospect of riding in a train. .
;lellj onep of course, and Jack and Consie were too young wAheclll
we went north to remember anything about that .trl];;. ;11 ;
quite frankly, after depending on horses and bugglest orel xi'n
: illed that we were to trav
ars, Mort and 1 were also thri '
Z:yle .well, anyway, the best style then being offered Ey th:T
South Australian Railways Department. lr.{ow tn_nes c a‘ngw_.
How many children today have never ridden in a train
robably only those who regard trains as declasse. For many,
fhe novelty has worn off flying in aeroplanes. But' for usc,l.on
that late September morning in 1904, the steam tram' stan: mdg
at Oodnadatta station represented the last word in speed,
, and modernity. ‘
Cor?izgeamnber that Edna and Donnell were utterly fascinated
and temporarily quite speechless as we cli;rllbed tlilp thzgstt;isf
i h other along the le
d took our seats which faced eac . :
:;e carriage. Some of those carriages have survived to tl:llstc.lca:z
i Second Class accommoaatt
nd are used as a kind of lower
afior aborigines. They are commonly known as Dog Boxes, and
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I've no doubt that by present standards they are, but to us they
were simply splendid,

Donnell, Jack, and Vernon South sat in a row on the edge
of the seat, their eyes wide with wonder. As the train began
to move, so smoothly that it was almost imperceptible, they
looked first at one another, then out the windows and saw the
ground and the telegraph poles passing by.

When we had gathered speed and were travelling at about
thirty miles an hour, Jack made a discovery that kept him
talking about it constantly.

“No bumps, No bumps;” he repeated, as though that was
the most marvellous thing to have happened in his young
life. Having just spent a fortnight in the buggy I could well
understand it.

Once they were used to the rhythmical motion they set out
to explore the carriage and all its embellishments, and came
up with some rather astonishing observations,

“1 say,” Jack said, “five pounds seems an awful lot just for
spitting”

He had carefully read the notice which threatened penal-
ties for various offences, from leaving the train while it was in
motion to pulling the communication cord—although I can’t
remember that our train had such a refinement,

The miles sped painlessly by although not without pain for
some, as mother’sknees were already troubling her. Fortunately
her long dresses hid the unsightly bruises, and planning for
the arrival in Adelaide kept her occupied.

That night we stayed at the hotel at Marree, then still known
as Hergott Springs. We had travelled more than two hundred
miles around the western shore of Lake Eyre, through William
Creek and Edward Creek, in a single day! As I write Donald
Campbell’s Bluebird is being tested on Lake Eyre. It has already
travelled at 352 miles an hour and is expected to exceed 400
m.p.h. at any moment. Well, that seems fast by comparison
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with our humble two hundred miles in a day, but we had been
accustomed to a daily maximum of forty.

At the hotel we made the acquaintance of what was to us
one of the most marvellous inventions of that age—humble
beef sausages. Marree was, and still is, a small village, so 1
doubt that the dining room boasted a menu. Our meal was
simply put in front of us by the proprietor’s wife and we ate it
or left it as we pleased.

{ remember that we had to ask our mother what it was we'd

been given—those long oblong shapes of meat, covered in
rich gravy, that none of the children had ever seen. I was then
thirteen, but I couldn’t remember having eaten sausages. And
certainly not in Alice Springs, where our thrice-daily meal of
meat had been roast, corned, cold, or minced. It seems a smalk
thing to have remained in my memory for so long, but those
sausages represented the first real variety in our food for five
years and they made quite an impression. The boys decided
they could live on them for ever.

Next morning we waited expectantly in the dining-room
for breakfast to be served, all of us hoping that we would
again get sausages. But not a soul appeared. There were ten
of us, plus a few other train passengers, and we thought at
first that the unusually large crowd might have delayed the
cook. Still nothing happened, and when train time was s0
near that we either ate then or not at all, mother took matters

into her own hands.

“\Well” she announced, “I'm going to stir things up;” and.

disappeared in the direction of the kitchen.

Marree competes with Marble Bar as one of Australias

hottest places. The climate in summer is fearful, and days
when the thermometer remains below 110 degrees are can

sidered cool. Comparatively, they are. And although thafieey

a September morning, with a pleasant breeze blowing,
mother found the temperature in the kitchen had rea
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She must have been terr
few moments,

she saw that th

ibly embarrassed and hesi
! €sitat
;N];Jndi?ng whether or not to withdrawaTilis
reakfast was sizzli :
- ‘ Ing on the stove, ipi
Si?n :ls lﬁlel argument, which showed no sign of a(b):finas Plplﬁg
i ty(') t; pzt‘i l?erself to ten platefuls of food and carrii,dsfhs X
i le 1n1ng-1joom in relays for her hungry brood -
-~ ide: ’ meclla, still waiting hopefully, said “What z; joll
- , an lfollowed suit. When we'd finished-—a] !
s:—we cleared our room e
e ‘ s and managed t
andlﬁ; an‘tg ab(.)aijd the train with our luggageg. Th;) grit t(') o
o as;:slte still ignored us; she had forgotten to feid I;rletoj
us to the train, which was 3 normal courtesys t;;::lat

publicans extended to clj .
clients in th.
also forget to collect their money. ose days. [ hope they didn't

Quorn that night, with a
seemed a vast city, Goodness
hotels, and many shops,
me nostalgically of the

population of a few hundred

me, it had footpaths, and severai

a{:idleven street lamps! They reminded
a 0 . -

Hlfue Stcsag 1y s, amplighter who had come down

- ide at dusk ;
his blCYCIe and stooo every evening peda]}‘
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At Peterborough we left our carriage for the luxury of one
built to broader specifications, for that was then the terminus
for the break of gauge. Almost at once mother began to
transform us too. Adelaide was only a few hours away. Our
relatives would be at Central Station to meet us, and we didn’t
want to give the impression that during five years in that
distant desert we had “gone native’ '

So one by one we were taken into the little washroom at
the end of the carriage to emerge resplendent and shining in
new clothes, smiling sheepishly at one another, discomfited in
glad-rags that had cost my mother six months of planning and
effort. These were the “Adelaide” clothes that had been put
aside as each garment was completed, not to be worn until
this ultimate mornent of our arrival in the city. None of us had
imagined, of course, that our dressingroom for this conversion
would be the W.C. on a train. It could have been worse. At
least it had privacy.

There we sat, stiff as ramrods on the edges of our seats,
our hands folded in our laps, containing our fidgets as best
we could, trying not to betray the trepidation and the ferment
that all country children feel on arrival in a roaring metropolis.
Mother could not have known how long it would take her to
get seven children and herself ready to face the critical city-
slickers, as I remember that she allowed too much time; we had
an interminable wait as the train, really travelling now, pulled
away from Gawler and took us into a fairyland of gas lamps
and trams and buildings fifty feet high and so many people
hurrying back and forth that we were utterly bewildered and
yearned at once for the peace and quiet of Alice Springs.

And on the platform, among the people there to meet us
and our travelling companions, came the last catastrophe of
the trip. That horrid valise, bulging to bursting point, played
the last mean trick by spitefully opening its seams and allowing
its contents to spill across the platform. All the dreadful relics

218

The Joys of Revelation

of c?amping gear and our soiled clothes went tumblin
:sillzxf a;(l)und People’s feet, tripping and confusing thengl :rrllj
g them sij'op and stare at us...the countr cousins ¢
:;1 t;v;l:s (i(:;:g;cusus among our chattels, neec)irless to say,(\):r::
o, liatfor e ”Htladroom utensil not usually rolled along a
—pe p m. Lhat caused everyone to laugh uproariously
' €Ven greater crowd gathered to join in the fun But fi
us, trying to look like little ladies and ' y
new f:lothes, kid gloves and all, it was a terrible m
mortification and humiliation, We were glad when f(i)xfgiell;tuf

were bundied into the Glene] )
. g train and whi
furnished house waiting for us there, isked away to the

gentlemen in our lovely

. Itt Waa; alarge, interesting old house that had been lived in by
o nc ors ot; many years. Now it was to be our home for almost
¢ months—months that were filled wi
: th new experi

forlus all, new sights, new friends, a new school, andptheestzes
Spen:et?llernbbe;ed the ocean at Glenelg from the days we ha.d

€re belore going to Alice Springs, b
the family it was their first vi i
ot 1r first view of the sea. And what a thrill
bmu\gﬁ’;at a l?ig \.}\l.raterhole!” Jack said. For a boy who had been

up in the arid heartland, and had n.

: . ever seen more

water than in the flooded Alberga River a few days earlier, th
was an understatement, i

“Does it get deep i i ?
B ek agp d it.ﬁ 1];1dtr111: leidle? Donnell asked. “And look
ple:hwi eda)tr‘s and weeks passed in a delirium of youthful
b and, ;J sausages and sausages, of different food, of fresh
g resh cream, of grapes and strawberries, of peaches
pears, of the ice-cream man in his little cart, of the
man calling, of the trains and the tramg and the l;oats S‘Et“
mall*vellous endlessness of it all. None of these thin s
available to us in Alice Springs and while we were tﬁ:r::vixt:
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perhaps didn’t miss them; but now we were ‘here and they
were here, so we made a point of getting acquamt‘ed.

Guy Fawkes Day arrived, We'd never heard of it, so we had
no idea what it was, and our mother had to explain about the
dreadful Mr Fawkes whose fame had not spread to our humble
schoolroom in Central Australia. I remember we tumbled out
of bed that November morning and ran into Moseley Street to
gaze in wonder at the first guy we'd ever seen, and in awe when
told that at night he’'d be put on a huge bonfire and burnt.
And there’'d be crackers and rockets and double~bungers' th:clt
‘would have made every Aranda tribesman head for the hills in
the belief that malevolent Kadaitcha Men were after them. My
father’s diary records that on Guy Fawkes Eve, Harry Kunoth
returned to Alice Springs. He'd been absent for seven we.eks".,
driving horses for nearly seven hundred miles. And he did it
reg;i:}lv :chere was Christmas, to us a magical festival here in
the city. Never had we imagined such shops, such toys, such

gorgeous decorations, and such crowds. .
In Alice Springs, so we'd been told, Father Christmas .had
a rather special arrangement with mother. After he received
our letters he sent the toys on the mail coach because, as
Mort had sagely observed, “Santa Claus can't drive 1,1”p here—
his reindeers couldn’t get through in this drought.” So our
presents came weeks in advance and were safely hidden until
The Day. We knew that we should never expect the old man to
bring them personally; having travelled from Qodnadatta by
buggy we realized the distance was altogether too great for a
sleigh. What Father Christmas missed the telegraph oRerators
gained. They had a wonderful time every year helping our
parents to fill the stockings—first four and later seven—and,
like boys everywhere, trying out the mechanical toys. \
But here in Adelaide we saw the kindly old gentleman in
person; not only that, we went into a big shop and actually
spoke to him, That so excited us all that poor mother almost
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gave up hope of any sleep on Christmas Eve, Each time she
cautiously crept to the bedroom door the same head popped
up from the pillow, determined to see the wonderful sight of
that old gentleman bringing the doll she'd asked for. It wasn’t
until two o'clock in the morning that she was overcome by
sleep and Mrs Santa Claus was able to steal quietly into the
room and then climb wearily into her own bed.

And that night, one thousand miles away, my father wrote in
his diary: “Mr and Mrs George Lines drove in from Winnecke
goldfield to spend Christmas at Alice Springs with me” Well,
at least my father wasn’t lonely without his family. In fact, he
was soon to join us in Adelaide. The diary shows that he left
Alice Springs in summer heat on 5th January 1905, and was
with us at the beach three weeks later.

Billy Crick, the telegraph station gardener, also came south
on leave that summer. He invited mother to meet him in the
city for a “day out” which, as it transpired, became something
of a free circus for the locals,

They began by taking a ride along Rundle Street in a horse-
drawn tram. On alighting, Billy was convinced that he'd been
given short change. He might have been a hayseed, he said
later, but he wasn'’t going to let any tram driver do that to him.
He and the conductor argued about the fare until, having to
keep to schedule, the tram moved on and left Billy and mother
standing in the street, with Billy still shouting his head off, Billy
managed to attract the first part of a crowd around him by
chasing after the tram and continuing to abuse the conductor
at each of the stops.

When he tired of that he rejoined mother for a period of
window-shopping. Billy was attracted especially by a display
of woollen underwear—good, practical, sensible stuff for
those times. He held forth on the advantages of each garment,
selected what he'd like to wear, and gave the reasons why, to
the huge delight of the gathering crowd. Poor mother hadn’t
the heart to spoil his pleasure by pointing out that all the
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articles in the window were for women only. She arrived
home nervously exhausted after a day which had led from o‘ne
embarrassment to another, but she said she'd no doubt enjoy
ry of it all in years to come. .
the(':'mr:g::;lfy the novelt};r of the city wore off, in spite of the joys
of a summer at the seaside and our addiction to sausages. ’
After the freedom we'd known at Alice Springs our lives
were subject to unaccustomed circumscriptions‘. Our move-
ments were restricted. We had to catch a.tram or a tram
to go anywhere. There were no horses to ride. Th.e weather
was sometimes cold and wet and we had to stay indoors, a
icti at bothered all of us.
reSFI{;lC;Kc};lot:ds had interested us at first but soon l?ecam.e
tiresome. 1 remember four-year-old Donnell stamping lTls
small foot in exasperation in Rundle Street one day while
trying to pull a wheeled toy along the footpath. N
“Jolly people!” he exploded. “Why must they always get in
on
myI;:'{l;\ps that was how we all felt, secretly a little éuperi‘or
to these poor creatures who had to live ever)‘r day in a T;lty
and compete with thousands of others for thelr. needs. ey
seemed distracted and discomfited by their ant-like scurrying
and we were sotry for them. Few had any idea of the l}lxur);
of being able to spread out in hundreds of square miles o
try.
vac:?ltdC:;tI;s Zhe time for our return drew nearer, we becgme
more than ever ready to get back to our own 1and,‘ to the joys
and tribulations of our Central Australian istolatlon,' to our
dear magnificent horses and the freedom to ride out 1n::10 th(;
unspoilt bush. Nor were we discouraged by the know.le gi}?
the arduous trip ahead before settling down once again at the
telegraph station. Familiarity with the long train and bulglgzz1
ride had certainly not made us contemptuous of what we ha
to suffer, but at least we knew what to expect.
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We assembled at the railway station one winter morning,
thankfully without the valise, and with a new governess, Miss
Mabel Taylor. She had never been far from the city and must
have been a little fearful of the forbidding desert she'd read
about and the formidable distance. But she was travelling with
people who had “been there as we frequently insisted, and
that may have been a comfort to her.

We were able to initiate her, to tell stories about the places
we passed in the train, and even to extol the virtues of our
primitive camping arrangements on the track when we were
once more reduced to five miles an hour in the buggies.

This was my third crossing of the desert in an open horse-
drawn vehicle, and 1 was just fourteen years old.

My father’s diary records that from Oadnadatta to Horse-
shoe Bend we averaged 4.7 miles an hour and from there to
Alice Springs, through the Depot Sandhills, 3.5 m.p.h. The
horses arrived with shoulders chafed from the collar, That
wasn't surprising in view of the tremendous pull through the
sand. | see that they were treated with a knob of Reckitt’s Blue,
a pint of kerosene, and unslaked lime! This treatment was
continued daily until the sores healed.

My own recollection of the journey is that it was unevent-
ful. Presumably one grows accustomed to anything in time,
Uneventful, indeed! I'm sure for someone who had never done
the trip it might well have provided the material for a book.

We drove in style through the small township, waving to
the local residents who had come to their doors to welcome us
back. How good it was to be back, to be home again!

Yes, home...for to all of us Alice Springs had become the
home we loved.

The horses found their own way through Middle Park, now
in the pastures that were home for them too; they whinnied
and shook their heads in answer to the animal greeting from
the stockyards, anticipating the long rest they had earned so
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well, the freedom from collars and hames and traces that they
might expect until their strength was fully restored.

The aborigines on the bank of the river “yak-aied” as we
came into view and even their dogs barked a welcome. The
station staff were all out to meet us, their faces wreathed in
broad smiles, all anxious for some chatter and the news from
“down south”

But first we had to be inspected and assessed:

“My goodness, look at Edna and Donnell—how they've
grown!”

“And Doris, doesn’t she look well?”

And we in turn greeted each member of the staff and
complimented them on their apparent good health.

The station village, still larger than the township, had
grown in our absence. My uncle, Ernest Allchurch, had
married Elizabeth Williams, Mrs Meyer’s younger sister, at
Hermannsburg Lutheran Mission and he and his wife were
established in a small log-and-thatch cottage near the vege-
table garden, complete with a domestic staff of aborigines—
Peter and his wife Mary Ann. That was an added excitement
for our return; it meant that we had a married couple living on
the station and another house for us to visit.

Shortly after we'd settled down Leslie Spicer was appointed
to the staff, arriving by the mail coach in July 1905. Sixty years
later we are still firm friends. He lives quite near my home
in Adelaide and we see each.other frequently to reminisce
about old times. He has given me a letter he wrote to his sister
immediately after arriving in Alice Springs which gives a good
idea, through male eyes, of what mail-coach travel in the
outback was like:

I was quietly eating my breakfast at QOodnadatta when I
heard a vell, “Coach is starting!” I grabbed my swag and

Inner courtyard of the old telegraph station

Old telegraph station homestead, now the centre of the reserve
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sprinted up the street, but then had to wait two hours
for the driver. The coach was a high-seated buggy; here
were three of us on the only seat, with another passenger
keeping the black boy company on top of the mailbags
behind. Harry Tilmouth was driving a five-inhand team
with three colts in the lead. The boys had pulled off
the hobbles and were hanging on to the horses’ heads,
As Harry swung his whip and shouted “Let go!” a man
rushed up with two bottles of beer as a parting gift, In
making a grab for them the driver dropped his nearside
rein.

Ben Hur in a chariot race had nothing on us. We rattled
over the gibbers at a hand-gallop, around Harry Gepp’s
store, knocking off only one veranda post and missing
the telegraph posts by an eyelash. There were no fences
to stop us. We shed the passenger and the native on the
mailbags quite early, as well as everything else that could
move. Finally one of the others, watching his chance,
grabbed a flying rein and hung on till he brought us to a
standstill. The beer was saved,

That was the start of twelve days’ travelling, Incredibly,
we found fish in waterholes around some of the bores—
bony bream sometimes weighing up to two pounds.
There are also acres of bulrushes, though only a few
years ago there was nothing but desert. Don't ask me
where the fish and the reeds come from. At Hamilton
Bore we met an aboriginal letter carrier, He wore the
remains of a singlet, carried a boomerang and two
spears in his hands and a mailbag on his head,

Planting the first O.T dote near Palmerston, 1870
(PHOTO: PM.G. DEPT,)

Roper River Camp, 1872
(PHOTO: PM.G. DEPT.)




At Blood’s Creek the thing that struck me most was the
storekeeper, Old Man Bailes, feeding his five glossy cats
on a stool at the table before he attempted to carve a
morsel for himself or his guests. Leaving late, the driver
managed to break three springs in the buggy when
travelling too fast down a stony hill. After that we crept
along. At night heavy rain fell and in the morning our
horses had gone, The rain had stretched their greenhide
hobbles and they had come off. Growing tired of waiting,
I walked into Horseshoe Bend and met Mr Sargent. His
dogs met me first and obviously didn’t recognise me as
a cash customer. Rain water must have been scarce for
there was a warning over the drinking supply tank:
NOTIS
Enny person drinken this worter will dye
sune as we are gom to poison it next week.
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of the first officer-in-charge of Alice Springs telegraph
station; that he was a fine geologist, and had at one time
been headmaster of a leading Adelaide school, He had
given up many years of life to the search for gold and
was on his way then to the field at Aritunga. He carried
no blankets, travelling everywhere only with a sugarbag
of food and a billycan, Like the blacks, he slept either in
a hole in the ground in which he'd previously had a fire
or between a circle of small fires.

The weather was wet and cold, the horses in rather poor
shape, and the track extremely heavy, At one stage,
of which I gladly walked some distance, we covered
twenty-two miles in eleven hours. The indomitable
driver was far from well but kept saying, “I'll be all right
when [ reach home” Visualising the place, I expected
various comforts, a warm bed and roaring fire. Instead,

at his home at Deep Well, we boiled the usual billy in

At Horseshoe Bend another driver, Tom Williams, took over
Leslie Spicer’s coach and his education in bush ways. Tom was L the kitchen and ate the usual salt meat. Tom spread his
as hardy a bushman as ever existed and full of contradictions. usual blankets on the cement floor while I preferred the
Leslie’s letter continues: sand outside.

The first thing I noticed was his knowledge of Shake-
speare, especially anything concerning Falstaff, and it
wasn't long before 1 realised where his strange oaths
came from. I admired his fluency and he laughed.

“Yes, I used to read Shakespeare a lot; he taught me to
swear, Tom said.

There were some very strange travellers on the track.

On the last day into Alice Springs a dingo jogged
alongside the coach for several miles, about fifty yards
distant. Finally it got on Tom’s nerves, so he picked up
his rifle and shot it. The animal writhed for a moment
and Tom half regretfully said, “I shouldn’t have done
that; there was plenty of room both for him and for me
in this country” Tom dismissed another character we
met as “Too polite to be honest,” and events proved him

‘ One of them named “Flash Johnnie” appeared to be a
most likeable type, and I asked the driver: “He seems a

1 fine chap, Tom; what's flash about him?

“The cow always carries a toothbrush,” Tom said.

Toiling through the Depot Sandhills we hailed an old

man walking. Tom offered him a lift but it was declined.

I was told his name was Mueller, that he was a brother

to be right.

Except for the “wild west” take-off from Oodnadatta I
think Leslie’s experience would be par for the course on the
mail run to Alice Springs, although perhaps his own return
journey was stranger still. He walked the entire distance and
thinks so little of it that I can’t persuade him to discuss it in




detail. “Why, I just walked all the way,” he says. It was a walk of
more than three hundred miles.

Leslie returned south during the first World War to enlist
in the army. He was offered a ride from Alice Springs on one
of two camels owned by a surveyor, Mr Jack Waldron. The
offer was accepted, but before they set out two men asked if
they might also accompany the party. One had tuberculosis
and was a very sick man; the other was unable to walk any
long distance. So Leslie walked—and sometimes outpaced
the camels. He, even made a detour to visit Mr and Mrs Alex
Ross, who were then at Dalhousie station, several miles off
the beaten track, The walk was a pleasant experience, he says,
and a useful prelude to army training. Well, everyone to his
preference.

Some of our “down south” clothes weren't suitable for wear
in the Centre, so there was a grand hand-out to aborigines and
to a Chinese family then living in the village. The father, Ah
Hong, accepted the gift but with Oriental politeness insisted
on making one in return. Some months Jater an aboriginal
messenger arrived from Wallis's; store. He had a small packet
and a formally worded letter from Hong written by the
manager, George Wilkinson. But there was also a postscript
from George: “What Hong really said was, “No-more gibbit
big girl, you say gibbit little one.” So 1 missed out on a gold
bracelet set with a diamond and rubies, which was kept for

my youngest sister, Edna. Together with the faded note from
a grateful Chinese, it has remained with her in England for
more than twenty years.

The motoring bonnets we'd had in Adelaide were a thrill
for the lucky recipients. Goodness knows why we possessed
them at all—it certainly wasn't for any motor tours we'd done.
They were large cloth caps witha small brim; a “gossamer” was
draped over the top and tied coyly under the chin to anchor

the hat in place as one whizzed along ata good ten miles an
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hour. “Queen” Luitchira got my red one, and it completed
her ensem}ll)le perfectly she was a skinny, ugly old aboriginal
woman who usually wor i i i
- eaz ore a tattered shirt, with a clay pipe

Our new governess, Mabel Taylor, did an unheard of thing:
she made a divided skirt to wear while riding a horse—a lon :
full, and discreet skirt, to be sure, covering her to the verg;'
ankles, but a divided skirt, nevertheless, which would enable
her to ride astride instead of side-saddle. Never had a woman
been seen in that country riding any other way than side-
saddle. Quite a few of the locals were shocked, or made out
that they were, by this daring innovation.

But such comforts were not for me, 1 was still a child when
my side-saddle was bought and a horse broken in to get used
to my long flapping “habit” My parents were rather staid in
such matters and I realized the futility of rebellion, so put
U with it as best I could. I loved riding and would suffer any
dl.scornfort to enjoy it, but what a silly old English custom to
cling to in the Australian bush. The side-saddle, moreover, was
extremely uncomfortable for the rider when the horse’ was
either ascending or descending a hill, and it was much worse
for the unfortunate animal. Mounting was made awkward and
I still feel ashamed when I think of the energy, the strength
and the gallantry needed to hoist me into my saddle, especially:
35 I'was a girl of the type frequently described, like a horse, as
Lupsktanding.” I envied Miss Taylor and what was then the N, ew

ook,

Still, I had the advantage when we played tennis and she
hjad to wear the long heavy skirt and petticoat every woman
fhd as a matter of course. What torture they were, and how
impractical; yet a woman was thought to be immodest if she
showed an ankle,

Tennis? Yes. After Leslie Spicer’s arrival an interest in
tennis developed and an earth court was made on the station.
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That was considered to be a little anti-social, so later on one
was built in the township to give others a chance to join in.
Land was bought between Wallis's store and the Stuart Arms
Hotel and an earth court finished in 1906, It stood back from
the road and was surrounded by shady gums. Dust and all, we
j aying there.

emDA};::1(311.}:)1‘1)1f gfme we sometimes went to visit Mrs A.lex Ross,
who at that time had come in from the bush to live in an old
house not far from Wallis’s store. These visits were alvtrays a
joy as she possessed a flair for story-telling. We re.vell.ed in her
sense of humour and in her simple yet often rib-tickling yarns
about the Inland and its people.

During these years my brother Mort and I were em:oHed
at the Adelaide School of Art and became its most distant
pupils. Those lessons were the only help we ever hac'i by
correspondence; otherwise, for nine years, we were entirely
dependent on the governesses and ourselves. When Ma?)el
Taylor had completed her term and gone back to Adelaide
it seemed impossible to get anyone to take her place. So the
four other Bradshaw children of school age were taught by me,
their sixteen-year-old eldest sister.

I remember one day as I sat with them in the tiny scho_ol-
room and set their lessons I was overcome by the realization
that my own school days were finished. There could be no
going back. And thinking of all I had wanted to do I shed the
bitter tears of an adolescent girl. Perhaps my rewarcil for what
I personally missed lies in the fact that when the time came
for the children to attend school “down south” they were able
to take their places in the normal classes for their ages. It was
gratifying to know that my efforts for more than a year had at
least kept them to that standard.

Quite obviously, this situation could not be allowefi to
continue. For that reason, among others, my parents decided
in 1908 that to give the children a chance it was necessary
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to move back nearer to what some people like to call “civil-
ization"—their word for the teeming cities of mankind.

So once more the planning and the preparation began, the
orders for materials were sent on the mail coach. Once more,
at the end of three months, my mother had to work overtime
at the sewing machine. By now there were seven of us to be
made as presentable as possible “for Grandma? Mother, who'd
been born at sea, had a high opinion of her own mother’s good
taste in clothes and every garment was made with the hope
of her approval. She was longing to see her mother again and
thrilled, too, at the prospect of furnishing a home. So much
to think of and to plan! The candles and the hurricane lights
burnt late at night.

The family didn’t share her enthusiasm about leaving Alice
Springs. On the contrary, there were one or two of us who
wanted to rebel, and at least refuse to budge unless we could
take our horses with us, Our attitude was, “Botheration to
Adelaide; we've been there once; we don't want to go again;
we want to stay here—at home with the horses” Of course,
our opposition and our opinions were futile; a decision had
been made by the Master and Mistress of the house and we
would do what they said.

If possible, the aborigines were even more upset than
we were, They had been treated by my father for nine years
with scrupulous fairness. He had shown them mercy in the
courts of law where he sat as Special Magistrate, and mercy
to the aborigines wasn’t always common in the Centre of the
early days, On occasions he had punished white people who
transgressed the laws of humanity affecting the black people,
and that was rare indeed,

“Adnutta.,.Boss...you no-more bin go-away,” they pleaded.

It was no use, We were going, and we were going for ever.

When the aborigines discovered that the children who
had been born at Alice Springs were leaving too, they became
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highly indignant. Apparently it hadnt occurred to t?;r;:
that anyone, white or black, could leave the country :z ”
birth. They still have this idea today. But they Mictey tl?l
disillusioned—Donnell, Edna, and Alan were coming with us,
whatever claim the Arandas might have to them. y
They came to my father and my mother re.:peatedly ;:ilia ing
for the right of the children to remain in ?hellr a?cestra ; Ci)me.
“No good you bin take'im that piccaninnies, the)‘r sai k )
“Him bin grow'up Tonga this place; no good you I?,in take'im
Tonga ‘nother country; you leave'im Tor.xga Aranciia‘ iy
Qur pretty little haif-caste nursegu:.l, Amelia, we;:l o
days when she learnt that we were leaving. SI.IEA beggi1 ; ;
implored mother to take her too. Like all aborigines, she ha
come to love the children she CaIl'ZCL forlas though they were
ht her heart would break. ‘
herb?l:;;:rt\}:;rio disturbed by her grief that she tal‘ked it over
with my father, but both agreed it would be foohsh‘ band r;;)l
kindness to the girl to take her so far away from her .trl e, w1h
little hope of getting back if she once grew homesick, as she
inevi Id. _
me;;::lze";’:; later that same nursegirl, then a gfey~ha1re:d
woman with her own family of eight, stayed‘ with medlln
Adelaide. She had married Harry Kunoth. She still s_.pokfl Za ¥
of the parting with the Bradshaw family as though it had been
the rock-bottom period of her life. T "
“Nobody has ever been as kind to me since,” she said.
loved your Mum.”

And I knew that she did. ‘
Just before we left, and not before time, workmen arrived

from Adelaide to build a gaol in the township. There was no
public hall, or any of the other utilities common to most towns,
tial.
but a gaol...well, that was an essen ' ‘
Thi log cabin gaol at Heavitree Gap police station was
certainly a farcical piece of work, but it did seem odd that one
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of the first substantial buildings the government built in Alice
Springs township, as distinct from the telegraph station, was
a place for the incarceration of its citizens. In all our years
there, I could remember only one white man who had spent
any time in prison. He acted as cook for his two warders, one
presumably for night duty and the other for day duty. When it
was suggested to the warders that they were treating the white
prisoner extremely well one of the guards said, “Oh well, it
might be our turn next week and Jim might be guarding us”
Which is exactly what happened.

As the time for our departure drew near, the townsfolk,
who still numbered only a dozen, decided to join with a few
from the nearer cattle stations in arranging a farewell for
our parents. This was to take the form of a surprise party.
Unfortunately one of the men working on the new gaol gave
my Uncle Ern a hint of what was afoot and he, being male
and unable to keep a secret, passed it on to mother, That poor
workman, Danny Mart, was “sent to Coventry” by his mates
and was the only soul not at the party.

Mrs Rodda, the wife of one station cook, had been a
ventriloquist and still possessed her dolls, Nelson and Wel-
lington. They were slightly the worse for wear, as I remember
them, having been bumped on buckboards and camels from
Queensland to the Kimberleys and down through Central
Australia, But she was the life of the party. She gave such a
polished performance in our sitting-room that night that poor
old Ah Hong was almost beside himself with astonishment.
He dashed to the fireplace and peered up the chimney looking
for the hidden voice, He opened cupboards and looked under
furniture, quite carried away by the reality of it all and oblivious
of everybody. Ah Hong, though he didn’t know it, was the star
turn of the evening,

Then the day came. There was a sad sense of finality about
our going, but the greatest wrench of all was the parting from
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beloved horses which had carried us hundreds of miles on
journeys of enchantment through and beyond the MacDonnelI
Ranges. I was old enough to realize that, in Aclela.lde at least,
there would be no more riding for me. This was a joy that was
difficult to relinquish without a sob, and I'm sure that I sobbed.
And, as though they knew it, there was a whinnying from the
stockyard as we drove out through the station gates for. the
last time. The natives came up from their camps and lined
the road in mute salute, some standing sadly and with eyes
only for the children, others sitting with their heads covered
i n of mourning.
. tg:sesing through %he township we were fareu:'elled by the
few permanent residents from the doors of their shops and
dwellings, and finally by the men working on the gaol—that
symbol of fetters paradoxically set up in an ur.lfettered lanc.l.
They were the last people I remember seeing in Stuart, as it
ill was.
StﬂWe didn't go far before making camp that first n'ight. It was
just as well. For while we were preparing our mlc.lday r-neal
next day a native, riding hard, arrived from the station w1th' a
telegram for father. There was an ominous hush as he ‘read it,
a foreboding of bad news, and then he took mother aside and
we heard her cry.

He came to us then and said quietly, “Your grandmother
died yesterday, just as we left” .

This was a crushing disappointment as well as a tragic lo.ss
for my mother, especially as my grandmother’s death was quite
unexpected. There was worse to come: at Charlotte. Waters
and Oodnadatta we got letters that were heartbrealung...‘for
they were bright letters from a lady who was now dead saying
how much she was looking forward to seeing us all again. It
was several days later that her son, Uncle Ernest Allchurch,
still on his way to Darwin by car with Harry Dutton and
Murray Aunger, learnt of her death. He had not seen her for
five years.
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The old had gone but the new was here...a young family
of seven grandchildren waving a last goodbye to Qodnadatta,
leaning from the windows of the train for a longing look at
the horses until they were out of sight...knowing that this
last link with the life and the home we had known in Alice

Springs would disappear for ever the moment we had crossed
the plain.

After more than sixty years the memories might be ex-
pected to come dimly through the joys and sorrows of my own
married life, and the birth and care of my own children. Yet
they are vivid and detached and sharp, and I know that they
will never go away while light remains in my mind ...

~riding through Heavitree Gap and crossing the Todd
on a clear calm evening in the Australian heartland, the
moonlight shining on the glistening white trunks of ghost
gums towering up on the slopes of the ranges...the ghost
gums that have become a trade-mark throughout the world
for the Namatjiras, the Inkamalas, the Pareroultjas, and the
other water-colourists descended from those naked nomads
who camped and corroboreed at the bottom of our garden.
and mourned when we went away...

~.ablack stormy evening, with the Todd in swift flood, I was
walking home alone from the village, having been left behind
through a misunderstanding. And I waited for the next flash
of lightning to show me a path among the tumbled rocks on
the edge of the swirling water. And through all the turbulence,
and above the cymbals of the heavenly music, the mournful
call of curlews, rising and falling, as though they, too, were
frightened to be alone and expressed my fears. A night for a
child to remember...

-.looking down from the brow of a hill on the silent,
sleeping station below, the roofs shimmering beneath the

moon...a haven small but secure among the prehistoric rocks
encircling it...




...gazing westward from the MacDonnells into the tan-
gerine sunset, trying to comprehend the thousand miles of
desert beyond, empty of known human habitation...

...the memory of just a handful of people brought together
in that isolation, utterly dependent on each other for
companionship, for help in need, for sharing good and bad,
for mingling laughter and sorrow, for learning from the bush
a true sense of values.

[ am rich in my priceless memories.

Who could forget the spell of the Inland, the relentless
country that has to be understood before it can be tamed?

Who could forget the majesty and the beauty brooding in
the primeval silence? Not L.

What they call Progress has come to it, and will come
increasingly.

And fame, too.

But I love to remember it when it was all ours...in those
long ago days when it was our home,

And 1 like to say now, when asked where I was brought up
and educated, “Alice...On The Line’
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The town that is now Alice Springs was a telegraph station when
Doris Bradshaw Blackwell went there as a young gitl in 1899,

Doris Blackwell’s father, Thomas Bradshaw, was the officer-in-
charge of the telegraph station from 1899 to 1908.
He took his young family from Qodnadatta, the railhead,
on a buggy ride of more than 300 miles.

In Alice on the Line, Doris has recaptured the atmosphere
of those early days—only thirty years after the construction
of the Overland Telegraph Line and only forty years after
John McDougall Stuart first crossed the continent
from south to north.

This personal story of life in the outback at the
turn of the nineteenth century is a book of great
historical interest. More than that, it reflects
a deep love for the country and its people.

Douglas Lockwood was a respected Australian journalist
and author who began his working life with Sir Keith
Murdoch in Melbourne and later moved around Australia
and to the Territory, eventually settling in Post Moresby.
Douglas Lockwood collaborated with Doris Blackwell
in the making of this book.
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