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FOREWORD

Places exist because of people, for it is people who turn a space into place.  
As we live our lives in relationship with God and one another, we do 

so in the context of place.  This is why each place becomes significant for 
different people at different times.  No-one can own a place, each place is 
shared across people and across time.

This is the beauty of place. Each place means different things to different 
people at different times and in different ways. Your place, our place, 
workplace, happy place; each conjures up a different experience, different 
memory, different relationship, different emotion.

There is no one experience of a place. Place can be emotive and yet, at 
its simplest, purely functional. It can be loud, or offer a moment to reflect. 
It can be a safe harbour in a storm or somewhere wild and free. It can be 
somewhere to grow and somewhere to breathe.  Importantly, it is somewhere 
with someone to know.

It is never separate from us.  We ascribe meaning to place and place to 
us. Place defines who we are and who we know, what we do and how we 
feel. To speak of humanity as somehow separate to place misunderstands the 
significance of place to who we are and who we will become.

The Aboriginal connection to land and place has been well documented. 
For thousands of years they have shared a special bond with the environment, 
hunting and gathering from the land, speaking and singing and dancing 
about place.

Place, and in particular this place, is very special to the Noongar people. 
The name “Dwellingup” – now the name of the nearby town – is itself a 
Noongar word meaning “place near water”.

When the early white settlers arrived, they too recognised the value of 
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place. They may have ascribed different values, but there was always a 
connection. They farmed the land, built their homes and grew their families. 
Again, place shaped their lives as they made it their home.

Today, we are blessed to call Nanga our place. But this is not about 
ownership.  It is about responsibility. May we be wise and responsible 
custodians of this place that God has entrusted to us, a place that has in 
many ways formed the lives of so many before us.

It is a place to reflect, a place to think, a place to pray, a place to learn, a 
place to relate, a place to know and a place to grow.

A Place Near Water is a beautiful book about humanity and our connection 
to place. It is a journey through time that offers us many different perspectives 
of place.

When you walk beneath the tall trees, meander through the old orchard 
and ruins, and listen to the spring running through the granite boulders, take 
a moment to ponder this place and allow God to use this place to influence 
who you are and who you will become.

Tony George
Principal, St Stephen’s School.
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ABOVE: LOCATION OF LOT 202 ON THE UPPER MURRAY. 

BELOW: LOCATION OF DWELLINGUP.
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1
IN THE BEGINNING

A SENSE OF PLACE

A STORY OF PEOPLE AND PLACE

This is a story about a place, a block of land in the Darling Range of 
Western Australia. The ‘range’ is an escarpment which overlooks the 

coastal plain to the west, and slopes gradually to the east. It was formed when 
the land was pushed up along a fault line millions of years ago, but has since 
worn down into what most people see as a line of hills, and in some places 
has eroded ten kilometres or more eastwards. 

The vegetation is eucalypt forest, a tall open forest dominated by jarrah 
(Eucalyptus marginata), which the early settlers referred to as mahogany, 
marri (Corymba calophylla), and other species of eucalypt such as wandoo 
(Eucalyptus wandoo) and blackbutt (Eucalyptus todtiana), along with banksia, 
acacia, melaleuca and casuarina. The jarrah trees grow to forty metres in 
height and can live for 1000 years. There is a rich under storey of plants. The 
original wildlife of the forest included kangaroos and wallabies, numbats, 
western quolls, woylies, bandicoots, possums, frogs, tiger snakes and dugites 
and a variety of birdlife. It has been estimated that there are at least 150 birds, 
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29 mammals, 45 reptiles and more than 1200 plant species, and that there are 
many species yet to be discovered. 

The Murray River flows through the range. It rises at Mt Keats, near 
Waroona, and flows, sometimes rapidly, to the coast at Mandurah, entering 
the Peel Estuary at Yunderup. For a kilometre or so, the river borders the St 
Stephen’s campsite. Upstream, it is fed by the Hotham and Williams rivers 
and several creeks, including Nanga Brook, which flows eastwards to enter 
the Murray River about seven kilometres south of the campsite. The Murray 
is the only river running through the range which is not dammed.

However, although the land is at the heart of the story, and is the focus of 
every twist and turn in the plot, it is really a story of people: those who used 
the land, their lives and their experiences, and how they related to the land 
and the river. It is a story of loneliness, love, intrigue, tragedy and joy, but like 
all good stories, it has a happy ending.

Forensic scientists tell us that when we visit a place, we leave something 
of ourselves there: a hair, some skin cells, some particles from our shoes. 
When we live on a piece of land, we leave something of ourselves there, 
too. The evidence may be in trees we planted, land we cleared, fences we 
erected or machinery we left to rust. But we leave much more: an intangible 
yet real sense of our having been there. When you visit this piece of land you 
may sense the people who have lived there: the sounds of their tools and 
their voices, the smell of their fires and food, the sight of them working and 
playing. The Indigenous people know this as the presence of the spirits of 
their ancestors who have lived on the land. 

A SENSE OF PLACE
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But forensic scientists also tell 
us that when we leave a place 
we take something of that place 
with us: soil and plant matter on 
our shoes, a fragrance on our 
clothes, dust in our hair. When 
we spend time on a piece of land, 
we take something of that with 
us too. It may be some leaves 
or mud or photos. But we also 
take much more: intangible yet 
real memories of the sights and 
sounds and smells of the place; 
recollections of things we did and 
shared; but most strongly of all, 
memories of how the place made 
us feel. That is why, years later, we 
sometimes yearn to revisit a place, 
to capture again the feelings we 
knew then. It is why people feel 
‘homesick’ for places from their 
past. Indigenous people know it 
as the call of country: the spirits 
of the land and the ancestors 
calling them to return to their 
home. For some people, the 
feeling, the calling, is so strong 
that they become ill if they do 
not return. 

As you spend time with the 
people and the place in this story, 
and as you spend time on the 
land itself, perhaps you will sense 
something of the connection 
which others have had to this 
land. Perhaps it will call you too. 
It certainly did that for the first 
inhabitants. 
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2
BEFORE 1829

THE NOONGAR PEOPLE

FIRST ON THE LAND

The fi rst inhabitants of the area were the Wiilman language or tribal 
group of the Noongar people. While we do not know their names, we 

know that hundreds or thousands of generations of them lived on the land. 
They did not settle on a piece of land as we do today, but moved through 
the land according to the seasons, following long-standing pathways (bidi)
which connected places of water and food. The people were able to live with 
a minimum of possessions, due to their understanding of their environment. 

Their calendar was divided into six seasons, which linked the climate with 
changes to the environment and food sources:

Birak (December/January): Dry and hot. Noongars burned sections of 
scrubland to force game into the open for easier hunting. 

Bunnuru (February/March): The hottest part of the year, with sparse 
rainfall throughout. Noongar people moved to the estuaries for fi shing. 

Djeran (April/May): Cooler weather begins. Fishing continued and 
bulbs and seeds were collected for food. 



A PLACE NEAR WATER6

VIEWS OF THE RIVER FROM LOT 202

(Photos courtesy of the Oliver family.)
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Makuru ( June/July): Cold fronts that have till now brushed the lower 
south–west coast begin to cross further north. This is usually the 
wettest part of the year. Noongars moved inland to hunt once the rains 
had replenished inland water resources. 

Djiiba (August/September): Often the coldest part of the year, with 
clear, cold nights and days, or warmer, windier periods. As the nights 
begin to warm up, there are more clear sunny days. Roots were collected, 
and emus, possums and kangaroo were hunted. 

Kambarang (October/November): A definite warming trend is 
accompanied by longer dry periods and fewer cold fronts crossing the 
coast. The height of the wildflower season. The Noongars moved closer 
to the coast where frogs, tortoises and freshwater crayfish were caught.1

It may seem unusual that Indigenous people would intentionally light fires, 
especially in the forest, yet there is evidence to suggest that they made careful 
use of fire to generate growth of some plant species, reduce the plant under 
storey and support the animals. This was not done randomly and hopefully, 
but with careful knowledge of the plants and animals (including birds, 
reptiles and insects) in the area, and the right season to carry it out.2 

On one of his expeditions, early explorer George Grey wrote in his journal 
that ‘six full-grown men, provided with knives, fishing hooks and lines, a 
kettle, vessels to hold water and cook their food, arms, and a small quantity 
of ammunition, and many of them possessing considerable experience in the 
bush, must all have perished from hunger had not timely assistance reached 
them.’3 Yet the Indigenous people found abundant food. Grey saw them 
eating six sorts of kangaroos, twenty-nine sorts of fish, one kind of whale, 
two species of seals, wild dogs, three kinds of turtles, emus, wild turkeys 
and birds of every kind, two species of opossum, eleven kinds of frogs, four 
kinds of fresh water shell-fish, all salt water shell-fish except oysters, four 
kinds of grubs, eggs of every species of bird or lizard, five animals something 
smaller in size than rabbits, eight sorts of snakes, seven sorts of iguanas, nine 
species of mice and rats, twenty-nine sorts of roots, seven kinds of fungi, 
four sorts of gums, two sorts of manna, two species of by-yu (the nut of the 
Zamia palm), two species of mesembryanthemum (a flowering plant such as 
‘pigface’), two kinds of nuts, four sorts of fruit, the flowers of several species 
of banksia, one kind of earth which they pounded and mixed with the root 
of the mene and the seeds of several species of leguminous plants.4 This 
was despite the fact that some of these items, if not prepared correctly, were 
poisonous. 

 Their tools and weapons were made of wood and stone, their cloaks from 

THE NOONGAR PEOPLE
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kangaroo skins, their bags from reeds and other plants. They had great 
knowledge of how to use the materials found in their environment to meet 
their needs.

Early in the twentieth century, anthropologist Daisy Bates lived among the 
Indigenous people while researching them. She wrote:

Although they built no permanent abodes, contenting themselves with 
the rudest of temporary mia-mias (shrub and bark shelters), when they 
were not lying out under the stars, they were nomads only within the 
limits of their own tribal territories, and within those limits every edible 
root supply, every swamp where the wildfowl nested, every favourite 
haunt of the kangaroo and the emu and every watering place, was 
known to some tribal group or other, and regarded as the peculiar 
property of that group. 

Wherever a particular food was plentiful it was the totem food of 
the group claiming that territory as its own. Every group amongst 
the Bibbulmun people had its own totem food, or bo-rung-gur (elder 
brothers) as they called it and that bo-rung-gur, meaning, as it did, life 
to the group who possessed it, was regarded as being mystically related 
to the group. In the eyes of the [people] it was endowed with spirit 

(Photo courtesy of Christy Leitch.)
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qualities. When the season arrived that saw a group’s bo-rung-gur ready 
for the eating, neighbouring groups were invited to share in the plenty 
that was offering. When that particular food was out of season, the 
group whose totem-food it was accepted the hospitality of another 
group whose totem-food was then available. Every group could accept 
hospitality, for the time would come when it could offer hospitality in 
return. 

Thus did the Bibbulmun groups have a sense of property highly 
developed. Deprived of the source of their foods they would be utterly 
without possessions, and as they undoubtedly had a strong group pride 
and could not accept food from their neighbours without being able to 
return the hospitality in season, an invasion that was to deprive them 
of their totem-food supplies would inevitably upset their whole social 
system and would certainly be bitterly resented.5 

The Noongar people had neither a king nor a chief, yet they had an ordered 
society, with laws and protocols which dictated how people should relate to 
each other and to the land. An early explorer, George Grey, spent time with 
the Indigenous people, learning their language, customs and lore. He wrote 
about the similarity in the lore throughout the country and the way it was 
transmitted:

We find then, in Australia, the remarkable fact that the inhabitants of 
a tract of country nearly two thousand miles in breadth, are governed 
by the same institutions; and what renders this more singular is that the 
people submitted to them are not subjected by written rules of faith ... 
mere oral traditions are handed down, which teach that certain rules 
of conduct are to be observed under certain penalties, and without the 
aid of fixed records, or the intervention of a succession of authorised 
depositories and expounders, these laws have been transmitted from 
father to son, through unknown generations, and are fixed in the minds 
of the people as sacred and unalterable.6

The lore or knowledge was handed down from generation to generation, 
taught through story and song, reinforced by rituals, and enforced by totems 
and spirits. It provided practical knowledge about surviving on the land, as 
well as their spiritual beliefs: 

Lore for Noongar people is unwritten and refers to kaartdijin 
(knowledge), beliefs, rules or customs. Noongar lore is linked to kinship 
and mutual obligation, sharing and reciprocity. Our lore and customs 
relate to marriage and trade, access, usage and custodianship of land. 

THE NOONGAR PEOPLE
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PHOTOS TAKEN BY DAISY BATES, 
PROBABLY EARLY TWENTIETH 
CENTURY. 

ABOVE LEFT: MUNJIE FROM 
PINJARRA.

ABOVE RIGHT: A BIBBULMUN 
WARRIOR.

LEFT: SOUTH–WEST 
ABORIGINALS.

(Source: Daisy Bates, Aboriginal 
Perth and Bibbulmun Biographies, 
edited by P J Bridge, Hesperian 
Press, Perth, 1992, pp. xvi, 97, 
151.)
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Traditionally, it has governed our use of fire, hunting and gathering, and 
our behaviour regarding family and community. Noongar lore works 
with nature to protect animals and our environment. Noongar people 
do not eat animals that have totemic significance with our names. This 
contributes to assuring biodiversity is maintained and food supplies are 
always in abundance.7

Their intimate connection with the land influenced their spirituality and 
their identity: 

By identity we mean ‘who we are.’ A part of the right of any group 
to self-determination is the right to say for themselves who they are 
and what defines their identity according to their own understandings. 
To be Noongar is to belong; it is to have connection to our boodja — 
country, our moort — family, and to kaartdijin — knowledge. To be 
Noongar is to be a river person or a coastal person or just from the 
bush. It is to have pride and to survive. We need to celebrate it — the 
journey.

Ask a Noongar person what our identity means to us and invariably 
we will talk about the stories. The stories are part of the kaartdijin 
passed down from the Elders and moort (family). They tell of how 
to survive in the bush. They are campfire stories of the stars and the 
seasons. How a change in the ants’ activities can tell what will happen 
in one week or two. And when it’s time to go bush and look for the bush 
foods in season.8 

Spirituality brings meaning to life. It expresses the sense that there is 
meaning beyond basic survival, and a connection with something or someone 
which is beyond our comprehension: 

Noongar spirituality lies in the belief of a cultural landscape and the 
connection between the human and spiritual realms. Everything in 
our vast landscape has meaning and purpose. Life is a web of inter-
relationships where maam and yok (men and women) and nature are 
partners, and where kura (long ago, the past) is always connected to 
yey (the present). Through our paintings, music and koroboree/korobori 
(dance) we are paying respect to our ancestral creators, and at the same 
time, strengthening our belief systems. Noongar connection with 
nature and boodja (country) signifies a close relationship with spiritual 
beings associated with the land. We express this through our caring for 
boodja and observing Noongar lore through an oral tradition of story-
telling.9 

THE NOONGAR PEOPLE
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The guardian spirits of their totems enforced the totem food laws, and 
Waggyl, the great snake, the ‘deity’ who lived everywhere, was kindly towards 
the law-abiding and punished those who broke the law. 

The sense of place, of connection to their own locality, was taught and 
reinforced from birth. It is why many Indigenous people struggle to cope 
when removed from that ‘home’ and why many feel the need to return to 
that place. It is where they know the land, the flora and fauna, the weather 
patterns and cycles of nature of the area, and the stories which connect them 
with those who have lived there before them. 

The stories were instructive, teaching of their spirituality and mores, and 
providing practical survival skills. One story, for example, as recounted by 
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Daisy Bates, teaches the listener about the characteristics of a number of 
animals; how to start a fire and carry fire from place to place, how various 
trees burn and how to use the ash as an antiseptic; it tells of their belief in 
an after-life and the creation of people; and it recounts the coming of the 
white people. Daisy Bates refers to the Noongar as Bibbulmun. It was not 
until later times that the Bibbulmun were identified as a group within the 
Noongar nation.10 

The lifestyle of the Noongar people was shattered in 1829, when Governor 
James Stirling established a settlement on the Swan River at Perth, a port 
was established at Fremantle, and Thomas Peel and a group of free settlers 
moved onto land at Mandurah. By 1830, a settlement was established at 
Pinjarra (then spelt Pinjarrah), the upper limit of navigable water on the 
Murray River. The river was named by Stirling after the Secretary of State 
for the Colonial Office in London, Sir George Murray. 

The Noongar had a strong belief in the survival of the soul after death. 
When a person died, his spirit ( jang-ga) lingered in the branches of the kaanya 
tree, Moojarr, which we know as the beautiful orange-flowered Christmas 
bush (Nuytsia floribunda), until the time came for it to cross to Kurannup, 
a spirit land beyond the sea. There the spirits became white. Sometimes, 
the jang-ga returned from the spirit land to help them, if they were their 
ancestors, or to devour them, if they were from another cannibalistic tribe. 
So when the Britons first arrived, they were welcomed as jang-ga returning to 
their home or kalleep. However, the Noongar were confused that the jang-ga 
neither understood nor respected their lore, so decided, over time, that they 
were evil jang-ga. Gradually they came to realise that the settlers were not 
jang-ga at all, but a group of mortals who were taking over their land, their 
kalleeps, and their hunting grounds.11 Daisy Bates explains:

Who shall say what vague despair and unrest entered [their] minds as 
the natives beheld one after another of their cherished homing spots 
ruthlessly swept away in the resistless march of civilisation, and the 
winding tracks to their various food grounds obliterated by houses and 
streets? They could no longer seek for the goonoks in their season, 
their mun-gaitch honey groves were cut down to make way for flocks 
and herds. Could they hunt for the bai-yoo nuts of the zamia, the warrain, 
and the joobok roots on the slopes, when the white men had fenced 
them in and driven their old friends beyond the pale? On their own 
country they were trespassers. There was no more happy wandering 
in interchange of hospitality. Sources of food supply slowly but surely 
disappeared, and they were sent away to unfamiliar places, compelled to 
change completely their mode of life, to clothe themselves in the attire 

THE NOONGAR PEOPLE
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of the strangers, to eat foods unfitted for them, to live within walls. 
Their age-old laws were set aside for laws they could not understand. 
The younger generations, always wilful, now openly flouted the old, 
and defied them, and haunted the white men’s homes, protected by his 
policemen.12

In the following years, there was increasing conflict between the British 
settlers and the Indigenous people. Because the newcomers took their 
land, cleared trees and killed the native animals, the Noongar thought it 
was reasonable to steal exotic supplies such as sugar and to kill and eat the 
sheep. The settlers were unforgiving and attacked the Indigenous people, 
who in turn retaliated with violence. The conflict culminated in the ‘Battle of 
Pinjarrah’ in October 1834, when around forty Noongar people were killed 
by the soldiers protecting the settlers. Conflict had been inevitable. One of 
the settlers foresaw disaster for the Bibbulmun people in the occupation of 
their land — without recompense — by the colonists. He asked: 

Did it ever occur to us that while extending the domains of Great 

THE NOONGAR PEOPLE
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Britain, we were perpetrating a monstrous act of injustice? Could any 
of you honestly say we considered the rights of the original owners of 
this soil? We mounted this gift horse and rode away . . . and now we 
are being challenged by the rightful owners — for theft!13 

Another writer adds to the story:

The best land was taken first, and as this was the best hunting ground 
for the natives also, the delicate balance between man and nature 

THE BIBBULMUN TRACK CROSSES NANGA ROAD.
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was immediately upset. The Aborigines had three choices: they could 
starve, alter their way of life completely, or fight back at the invaders. 
They took the third course.14 

The ancient bidi were used by the settlers as roads to the next destination 
where water, camps and people may be found. Many of the bidi became 
the roads and walkways used today, including the Bibbulmun Track, a 
sequence of bidi linked together and stretching nearly 1000 kilometres from 
Kalamunda to Albany. In some cases, fences or houses were built across the 
bidi, blocking access, which angered the Noongar people. 

It could be argued that the conflict was the result of a clash between two 
totally opposing sets of values. The Noongar people knew the land intimately 
and sought to make as little impression on it as possible, so that it would 
continue to sustain them as it had for thousands of years. The settlers saw 
the Noongar use of the land as inefficient. They sought to modify the land so 
that it could sustain as many people as possible. They exploited the resources 
they saw as useful, such as timber and minerals, removed the vegetation and 
animals which hindered their plans, and introduced plants and animals with 
which they were familiar. 

The settlers had superior weapons. They survived by clearing the land 
to build houses, grow crops and graze animals. The native wildlife was a 
nuisance, so they killed or banished it. Their right to use land was by owning 
or leasing it. The Indigenous people were simply a nuisance, unless they were 
willing and able to work. They were displaced from their land, yet largely 
unable or unwilling to adapt to the settlers’ way of life. Illnesses brought 
from Britain, particularly whooping cough and measles, killed many of them. 

Those who resisted were imprisoned or executed. Among them were 
Midgegooroo and Yagan. To the white people, they were murderers and 
trouble-makers. To their own people they were ‘freedom fighters’, patriots 
who resisted the theft of their land and the extinction of their race. 

Few people took the trouble to learn the language of the Noongar people. 
It was complicated by the mystique and superstition which surrounded 
Indigenous culture. Yet some words drifted unobtrusively into the English 
language. Numerous towns and suburbs carry Indigenous names: Beeliar, 
Karrinyup, Nannup, Balga, Joondalup, Eneabba, Marrinup, for example. 
Equally obvious are the names of animals and plants: jarrah, karri, tuart, 
wandoo, marri, dugite, quokka, tammar, quenda and so on. But other words 
have also been adopted, like gidgie, a spear often used for spearing fish or 
crustaceans; boondie, a stone; kobung, or ‘cobber’, meaning a mate; wong y, 
meaning a ‘chin-wag’ or a yarn; and mulga, which refers to ‘the bush’ in 

THE NOONGAR PEOPLE
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(Photo courtesy of Christy Leitch.)
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general, such as ‘out in the mulga’.15 In our global world, local words such as 
these seem to be disappearing. 

George Grey noted that language was the same throughout the country, 
but with dialectical variations, much like differences in the English language 
in different parts of the UK, where some vocabulary, word endings, phrasing 
and expressions have a local pattern.16 

Because the Noongar language is not a written language, there are often 
multiple spellings of a word. Deciding how to spell a word is difficult. Some 
sounds are interchangeable, such as p, b and w. Bibbulmun, for example, is 
often written as Pibelmen. Pronunciations vary slightly between different 
language groups, and there are local variations, such as the k sound in one 
area being replaced with g. Sometimes abbreviations or contractions are 
used.17 

Interpreting the names and meanings of place names is also a complex 
process which draws upon the knowledge (kaartdijin), country (boodja) and 
people (moort).18 Dwelyinup was reported by the early settlers in the area as 
meaning ‘a place of nearby water’ or ‘a place near water’. The meaning of 
Nanga or Nanya is not clear, but may have meant a place of bullrushes or 
reeds. The Murray River was unnamed because rivers were all referred to as 
beel, although particular locations along the river would have been named. 

Gradually settlers moved inland along the Murray and other rivers. Access 
to the land was regulated by a series of Land Acts. Pastoralists took up large 
pastoral leases; timber millers acquired timber cutting leases; small farms 
were made available as homestead leases; and as towns were established, 
town lots were purchased for homes and businesses. These leases play a part 
in our story. 

THE NOONGAR PEOPLE
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3
1860–1873

WILLIAM ROBINS

PASTORALISTS MOVE IN 

In the early years of the colony, the settlers moved inland following the 
rivers. Settlements developed along the Swan and then the Avon, Helena 

and Canning. From the Peel district they advanced along the Murray, 
Serpentine, Harvey, Williams and Hotham. The rivers provided precious 
water in a climate in which little rain fell for half of the year. 

Benjamin Robins married Elizabeth Mary (known as Betsy) in 1838. In 
partnership with others, Benjamin managed an estate on the lower Murray, 
but the partnership dissolved in 1839, when he moved to Guildford with his 
new wife and purchased Helena Lot 7 on the Helena River and named it 
Water Hall. (In later years, Water Hall became playing fi elds for Guildford 
Grammar School, and is now a housing estate.) The Helena River runs 
into the Swan River at Guildford, and in those days it was a valuable river. 
However, it was dammed by Mundaring Weir in 1899, so now carries little 
water. 

He also developed a farm of more than 3500 acres on the Avon River at 
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Bally Bally, near Beverley. He later pioneered white settlement in the Shire of 
Kalamunda, when he purchased 40 acres of land near what was to become   
the Gooseberry Hill Station on the old Zig Zag railway. This block remained 
an outpost for Benjamin and he did not settle on the land. Instead, he used 
the property to run sheep and hired an old man as shepherd. 

Benjamin owned a butcher shop in Guildford and was an accomplished 
horse breeder, with a reputation for breeding strong draught horses (work 
horses), including one called Dragon. 

He died in 1863 at the age of 55. The inheritance passed to Betsy and their 
eldest son, William. 

William Baldwin Robins was born in 1839. He had siblings Cecilia Elizabeth 
(1841), Alfred George (1843), Annie Lucy (1846), Frederick Charles (1848), 
Andrew Phillips (1851) and Amelia (1854), all born at Guildford in Western 
Australia. 

Around 1870, William married Rosalie Chester, who was born in 1850. 
They had children Alice Matilda (1872), Benjamin (1874), Ida Rosalie (1878), 
Hubert William (1881), Alfred (1883, died as an infant) and Dora Emily 
Annie (1890). (In the early days, sometimes births were not recorded, but 
baptisms were. Some of the above dates are for baptisms, so the child might 
have been born in the previous year.) 

Sometime around 1860, William Robins applied for several pastoral 
leases on the Murray River. The plan prepared by the Lands and Surveys 
Department at the time does not show the river, so it is difficult to precisely 
locate the properties. However, using some other lots as markers, it is almost 
certain that William’s properties on Locations 3595, 3955 and 4565 included 
the land where Lot 202 is located. The leases totalled 16,000 acres, apparently 
on both sides of the river.19 The land leases on the Upper Murray had to be 
renewed every year and the lease paid. 

During the nineteenth century, the Governor made many changes to land 
acts, as he tried to encourage settlers to develop stock and crops to feed the 
colony. Regulations allowing pastoral leases were first proclaimed in 1851, 
but in the following years there were changes to the amount of land which 
could be held, the length of time it could be leased for, the improvements 
required (fencing, clearing, digging wells or dams, building, and so on) and 
the cost of the lease. William allowed several of his leases to lapse over the 
years, as he found himself in financial difficulties. The land on the Murray 
River around Lot 202 was reduced to 2000 acres and known as Lot 7130 and 
then 9450, when he allowed the lease to lapse. 

William was a very successful farmer. Like his father, he had a reputation 
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throughout Western Australia as a breeder of draught horses. His best stud 
horse was named Lincoln, and he was later replaced by his offspring, Young 
Lincoln. 

In the Swan Agricultural Show, William consistently won prizes during 
the sixties and seventies for ‘best cart horse’, ‘best cart entire’, ‘best cart 
mare for export’; as well as his fat wethers, pigs, butter and flowers. The 
annual ploughing competition was sometimes held on his land, and one of 
his employees won the competition in 1868. 

Clearly, too, he was a respected member of the community, because he 
was appointed judge for the Canning races in 1872 and a Councillor for 
Guildford in the local government elections in 1874. At a meeting of the 
Swan Farmers and Tradesmen’s Society, in which the topic was drainage, 
William was asked to share his experiences. He is reported as saying:

He had a patch of ground on which previous to its being drained 
nothing would grow but watergrass. It had been drained, the drains 
were put in at six feet apart at a cost of £4 10s. The season following it 
grew a ton of good hay to the acre.20

He was a judge in a ploughing competition, when the reporter wrote:

The judges, Mr W Smith (of Beverley), Mr Henry Horton, and Mr WB 

WILLIAM’S MOTHER AND FATHER, BETSY AND BENJAMIN. 

(Source: Beverley Historical Society.)

THERE ARE NO KNOWN PHOTOS OF WB ROBINS.

WILLIAM ROBINS
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Robins, appeared to have been very judiciously selected; for, being well 
known as first-class authorities on agricultural matters generally, and 
not likely to be influenced, there was a general assurance that every 
confidence could be placed in them, and this feeling appeared to be 
appreciated, inasmuch as the greatest satisfaction upon their decision 
was evinced on all sides.21

And yet, something was seriously wrong. In 1867, he sold his properties on 
the Murray. The following year, he sold ‘on liberal terms, and very cheap, a 
few superior MERINO RAMS from the celebrated flocks of Thomas Shaw, 
Esq., and the Messrs. Cumming of Victoria. For those desirous of improving 
their flocks now is the time.’22 To sell prime stock cheaply suggests that he 
needed the money urgently. Perhaps he did, because he then sold: 

A quantity of very superior stock, consisting of a mixed herd of about 
40 head of cattle, 20 horses — draught, and adapted for exportation, 

ABOVE: AN EARLY 
PLAN OF GUILDFORD, 
SHOWING WATER HALL 
AT LOT 7. 

(Source: Swan Guildford 

Historical Society.)

LEFT: WATER HALL, 
PROBABLY AFTER           
WB ROBINS SOLD IT. 

(Source: The Sunday Times, 
12 February 1995, p. 5.) 
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1,000 sheep — a mixed 
fl ock. 

NB. From the well-
known and universally 
acknowledged superiority of 
Mr Robins’ breed of cattle, 
horses, and sheep, the above 
presents an opportunity, 
to squatters, graziers, and 
exporters, seldom met with, 
which opportunity should 
not be let slip.23

In 1869, he mortgaged his land at Beverley and Guildford and continued to 
sell his assets, including ‘horses fi t for saddle or harness. The class of horses 
bred by Mr WB Robins are too well and favourably known throughout the 
colony to need any comment.’24

He ceased operating his butcher shop and leased it to Mr H Liddelow.25

By 1872, he owed large sums of money to a number of people, including his 
brother Alfred. He agreed to sell stock to settle the debts. He relinquished 
his remaining land on the upper Murray, now reduced to 2000 acres and now 
known as Lot 9450. Then in 1875, he was forced to sell ‘His celebrated entire 
carthorse, “Young Lincoln”, got by the famous cart-horse “Lincoln”, so well 
known that comment is unnecessary.’26 Also sold were horses, carts, harness, 
cattle, and sundries. 

Twelve months later, the worst is realised, as he is declared bankrupt on 
1 May 1876.27 He immediately resigned from the Guildford Council. The 
following month his entire estate was advertised for sale by the court. It was 
an impressive portfolio. It included the following:

FREEHOLD LAND:

Swan Location No. 311 [at Gooseberry Hill], containing 40 acres, a 
large portion of which is fenced; good garden of about 5 acres, with 
vines; new split mahogany sheds; 

Swan Location No. 320 [at Gooseberry Hill], containing 40 acres of 
unfenced land, with good soil, admirably suited for a market garden or 
orangery, there being a never-failing supply of limpid water. Upon this 
valuable grant there is a two-roomed wooden house.

Helena Location No. 7 known as Water Hall. This block contains 100 
acres, fenced and subdivided mostly with 3 and 4-rail fencing. About 70 

(Source: Perth Gazette and West Australian Times, 
4 October 1867, p. 2.)

NB. From the well-
known and universally 
acknowledged superiority of 
Mr Robins’ breed of cattle, 
horses, and sheep, the above 
presents an opportunity, 
to squatters, graziers, and 

(Source: Perth Gazette and West Australian Times, 

WILLIAM ROBINS
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PROMISSARY NOTE FROM W B ROBINS IN FAVOUR OF HIS BROTHER ALFRED.

(Source: State Records Offi ce of WA.)

(Source: Inquirer 
and Commercial 
News, 11 December 
1867, p. 2.)

(Source: Inquirer 
and Commercial 
News, 11 December 
1867, p. 2.)
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acres is clear and in splendid condition, having been for years constantly 
worked and heavily manured. The Helena River runs through a portion 
of this property, affording ample water for all stock; there is also a well 
of fresh water close to the house. The dwelling house, equal to any, and 
superior to most in the district, is nearly new, is built of good bricks 
and fitted with mahogany fittings, walls plastered, ceilinged, and has 
a floored verandah all round, containing six rooms, and is well placed. 
A five-roomed building behind the house contains kitchen, dairy, 
store, and two bedrooms. The remaining buildings are — a stable for 
10 horses, hay shed, capable of holding 20 tons of hay, barn, granary, 
slaughterhouse, and brick cottage. There is a garden stocked with vines 
and fruit trees, yards (sheep and stock.) This is a most valuable property, 
and from its adjoining the town of Guildford combines the luxuries of 
a town and country residence. 

Guildford Town Lots 67 and 68 (portion), fronting East Street and 
running down to Helena River. It contains together about 3 acres, split 
paling fence along East Street, and a two-roomed brick cottage stands 
upon 67.

LEASED LAND:

Government License No. 9440, contains 5000 acres of good grazing 
land round Gooseberry Hill, blocks 311 and 320.

Government License No. 9441, containing 2000 acres. This land will 
carry stock in good order from one year’s end to another. 

STOCK: Cart horse ‘Duchess’, colt foal by Lincoln, out of ‘Duchess’, 
and several other cart, trap, and saddle horses. 

Also interest in several horses now running in the bush, one milk cow 
and yearling heifer, two pigs, 41 mixed sheep, geese, ducks, fowls, and 
pea-fowls.

FARM IMPLEMENTS: Large dray, 2 ploughs (nearly new), iron and 
wooden harrows, spring trap, horse rake, whipple trees, and 40 hurdles, 
etc. 

The household furniture consists of new rosewood-cased harmonium, 
7 stops; tables (round and square), cane and horse hair chairs, iron 
bedsteads, washing stands, mats, easy chairs, cupboards, glassware, 
crockery, cooking utensils, books, ornaments, churn, milk dishes.

New Tranter’s revolver in case.

Trap harness, shaft harness, leading harness, tandem harness., 2 saddles 
and bridles, corn bins, pig troughs, 10 foot mahogany counter, 5000 
shingles, 850 vine stakes, 335 split slabs, 380 posts and rails, chaff-
cutter, etc., etc. 

WILLIAM ROBINS
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Also, meat hooks, safe, and necessary fittings for a slaughter house and 
butcher’s shop.28 

How is it that William, who had so much, lost it all? This was a time of 
relative prosperity for the colony. Prior to 1850, the colony had struggled, but 
between 1850 and 1868 convicts were accepted. They not only built roads 
and buildings, but many were assigned to farmers to provide cheap labour. 
At various times, William had up to 21 ticket-of-leave men working on his 
properties. These were convicts who could live as relatively free men as long 
as they kept out of trouble and reported regularly to the local authorities. 
They were given board and lodging and a small wage. 

William appears to have been respected in the community because he was 
given community responsibilities. When he returned to butchering to earn 
a living, someone wrote to the press: ‘I am glad to see that our old butcher 
Mr WB Robins has commenced business in that line again. His general 
civility and obligingness is sure to command for him a fair support by our 
residents.’29 

Perhaps he was simply a poor businessman. Interestingly, by the age of 
30 his son Hubert had also been bankrupt, and was charged with failing to 
keep proper accounts. Yet William produced excellent stock and crops, so his 
produce would have fetched good prices. And he had a butcher shop where 
he could market his meat directly. 

Perhaps William had a vice, such as gambling. That would explain the large 
debts he regularly had to settle, and why he sold things cheaply for whatever 
he could get. It would also explain the promissory notes given to businesses 
from which he had bought goods, people from whom he had leased land 
or bought stock, and people who had lent him cash. He accumulated debts 
at the Freemasons Hotel in Perth, which was where the meetings of the 
horse-racing association were held, and was also a steward at race meetings. 
Perhaps he wagered too much money on the horses. The answer cannot be 
found. Unfortunately, as the eldest son, he was responsible for caring for 
his mother, who also owned a share in some of the properties which he was 
forced to sell. 

 This was a time in the colony when many children and adults died 
prematurely through illness, accident and childbirth. In 1878, his brother, 
Alfred, and his family contracted a ‘gastric fever’, and within the space of a 
month Alfred and his wife Helena, had died, each aged 34, followed by their 
eldest and youngest children, Albert aged 6 and Emily aged 3. Only one 
child, Charles, survived. 

William and Rosalie moved to Bally Bally where they lived out their 
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remaining years. William was 67 when he died on 23 February 1907, and 
Rosalie was 65 when she died on 4 February 1915. They are both buried in 
the Anglican cemetery in Beverley.

But the land on the Murray which was well watered and able to run stock 
all year round caught the eye of other pastoralists.

WILLIAM ROBINS
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JAMES MUNDAY’S LEASE OF LOT A169.

(Source: State Records Office of WA, Consignment 5000, Item 736.) 
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4
1874–1879

JAMES MUNDAY

A LOCAL FARMER EXPANDS 

For William Robins the land on the Murray appears to have been an 
outpost property. Presumably he had stockmen who kept an eye on his 

stock for him, but he did not settle in the area. In 1874, Lease 9450 was taken 
over by James Munday, and became known as Lease A169. Munday held the 
lease until 1878.

James Thomas Albert Munday was born on the Isle of Wight on 3 
December 1840. His parents were George Munday, born in 1817, and Ann 
Meads Keturah Shepherd (or Sheppard), born in 1822. They left their home 
in Oxfordshire to migrate to Western Australia, arriving on the Simon Taylor
in August 1842. The trip from London to the Swan River took 111 days 
(almost sixteen weeks), although the Mundays probably boarded at the Isle of 
Wight. There were 242 passengers, most receiving an assisted passage. 

At the time, the Swan River Colony was just 13 years old and was struggling 
with a lack of labour. Unlike earlier settlements on the east coast of Australia, 
the Swan River Colony did not accept convicts, so there were not enough 
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workers to build roads, bridges and buildings, nor to assist farmers. The 
colony was even struggling to grow enough food in an unfamiliar climate 
with limited and seasonal rain, extreme summer heat and poor soil. So the 
British Government agreed to subsidise the fares of settlers who wished to 
start a new life in the colony. Included among the passengers were eighteen 
Parkhurst Boys, convicted children who were imprisoned on the Isle of Wight. 
By 1852, a further 316 had been sent to the Swan River and apprenticed to 
local settlers. Other boys were sent to Tasmania, New Zealand, Victoria and 
even Norfolk Island. Between 1850 and 1868, convicts were also sent to the 
colony. They built some of the infrastructure the colony needed, and many 
were indentured to farmers to provide them with free labour. 

George Munday was an agricultural labourer. When they arrived at the 
Swan River, George was just 24 and Ann 19, and James was an infant. In 
addition to James, they had children Mary Ann (1843), John (1845) and 
William (1846), who were all born at ‘Grassdale’ in York. The owner of the 
York property, Thomas Brown, had arrived a year or so earlier and had also 
come from Oxfordshire. George and Ann then moved to Guildford where 
they produced Evelyn Jane (1848), Richard (1850), George (1853), Charles 
(1854), Dudley Colehurst (1855), Henry (1856), Sarah Ann (1859), Ellen 
(1863) and Richard (1864).30

BATT’S FARM, MARRADONG. 

(Photo: Mrs Edna Trickett. Source: Ronald Richards, Murray and Mandurah: a sequel history 
of the old Murray district of Western Australia, Shire of Murray and City of Mandurah, 

Pinjarra, 1993, p. 117.)
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It may seem strange that there were two children with the name Richard. 
However, it was not uncommon at the time for two children to be given the 
same name if the first had died in infancy or childhood. So it seems that 
Richard, born in 1850, may have died in infancy. 

James Munday grew up on farms at York and Guildford, where his father 
worked on a property called ‘Mangonah’. The property stretched from the 
river through the area where the airport now stands, or thereabouts. Children 
had a hard life. Not only did they have chores to do around the family home, 
but as soon as they were able they worked on the farm. As James became a 
teenager, he would have been employed on the farm. 

The owner of the property was Joseph Batt, whose eldest son, Arthur, was 
the same age as James. So it seems that James and Arthur became friends. 
Perhaps they played together as young children, worked side by side with the 
animals and the crops as teenagers, and perhaps went fishing and hunting 
game together. 

In the 1860s, Joseph Batt owned land at Marradong, in the Murray–Williams 
area. Arthur married Jane Pollard, whose family farmed on the Murray River 
and at Marradong. William Batt, two years younger than Arthur, married 
Margaret Brodie, whose father was a shoemaker in Pinjarra and owned or 
leased a large area of land adjacent to the Robins’ land on the upper Murray. 

So it is not surprising that James Munday should eventually become a 
farmer at Marradong. Perhaps he began by working on land owned by the 
Batt family before purchasing his own land. While living in Guildford, James 
may have known William Robins, because in 1874 he took over William’s 
lease. At the time, James was already a respected citizen in the Murray–
Williams area, where he and a number of other citizens took out notices in 
the newspaper, publicly supporting a local candidate for parliament. By the 
end of the century, the residents of Marradong included Arthur Batt, James 
Munday and William Munday, James’ younger brother.

James’ neighbours at Marradong included the Keen family, and he married 
Sarah Keen in 1883. She was born in 1861, so was around 22; he was in 
his early forties. Their children were James Thomas (1884), George Henry 
(1886), William John (1888), Elizabeth Anne Keturah (1890), Mary Ellen 
(1892), Charles Forrest Hill (1893) and Horace Alfred (1896). In a report 
quoted below, James states that he has nine children in 1896, so there may 
have been two other children, or the report may be wrong. Sarah died in 
1897, when another child was stillborn, so it is likely she died in childbirth. 

In 1899, James married Annie Christina Niles Henriksen (or Henningson), 
from another family in the Marradong area. They had four children: Lionel 

JAMES MUNDAY



A PLACE NEAR WATER34

Basil (1900), Beatrice Kathleen (1901), Beryl Irene Jane Eliza (1904) and 
Bertram Victor Robert (1905). 

Towards the end of the century, there was a lot of pressure on the 
Government of the day to build railway lines throughout the State to support 
growing industries, especially farming and timber cutting. A newspaper 
report in 1896 presents the arguments for a railway line in the Murray-
Williams area, and includes reference to James Munday, who is clearly a 
successful farmer: 

Now, as to the question of profitable farming in the isolated Marradong 
Valley, Mr. James Munday may be called as a witness, for he has had 
none of the adventitious aids of capital and he has given many hostages 
to fortune. He says: I can crop at a profit here, 60 miles from Jarrahdale, 
which I can only reach by road, and not only rear a family of nine 
young children, but get ahead a bit in the world after carting the hay 
— it is more profitable to grow hay than wheat so many miles from 
my selection. You see I am clearing more land this year, and besides 
my own farm I have leased Captain Fawcett’s arable land at Mokine. 
I made enough money out of last year’s harvest to be able to buy this 
season a winnower (for the corn I use for household flour), a double-
furrow stump jump plough, a chaff cutter, and horse works. It was 
hard work at first when I came on to this place as a piece of rough bush 
land. Many a time for months we had nothing to eat but flour and a 
bit of kangaroo meat. I have gone nine months without handling as 
much as a sovereign in cash, but every year things are getting easier.” 
“And if you had a railway?” The flush of glad anticipation that suffused 
Munday’s face at the bare thought of obtaining easy transit to market 
was suggestive of a beatific realisation of growing rich beyond the 
dreams of avarice. Certainly a line would mean to James Munday, at a 
very feeble computation, that all his troubles in life were over.31

James died in the Sunset Old Men’s Home in Nedlands in 1917, and is 
buried in Karrakatta cemetery. 
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1879–1907

THOMAS & JAMES COOPER

A PLACE TO SPELL THE STOCK

Thomas and James Cooper were sons of a pioneer family in the Murray 
area. 

Unlike most other white settlements, Western Australia was established 
by a private company. After visiting the Swan River in 1827, James Stirling 
suggested the establishment of a settlement to the British Government. 
Although the Government was not enthusiastic, the idea gained momentum. 
The concept of a colony of free settlers, with no convicts, in a wonderful 
environment, generated ‘Swan River Mania.’ Initially, a number of very 
wealthy and infl uential Britons were involved in the company, but they 
withdrew, leaving the company under the ownership of Thomas Peel and 
a wealthy ex-convict, Solomon Levey. The British Government appointed 
James Stirling as Governor, provided the usual civil and military support to 
establish structure and order in the new colony and invited other free settlers 
to join the colony,  independently of Thomas Peel. 

Unfortunately, Peel’s venture was a series of errors. He arrived later than 
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THE PASTORAL LEASES OF THOMAS & JAMES COOPER.

(Source: State Records Office of WA, Consignment No. 4900, Series 979, S11/3, South–west 
Tally No. 505932, 1878–1907.)
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his agreement required, so he missed out on land near Perth. Instead he chose 
land on Cockburn Sound and east to the Darling Range. The land was poor, 
one of his ships was wrecked, he became ill, his employees complained of 
not being paid, and he lacked leadership and administrative skills. However, 
despite his failure, some of the early families who joined him were skilled 
and determined settlers. 

Joseph and Elizabeth Cooper arrived aboard the Warrior on 12 March 
1830, with four children: Elizabeth (7), Rebecca (5), Joseph (3) and Mary 
Ann (6 months). Three more children were born in the colony: Thomas 
Clealand (1833), Maria (1834) and James (1838). Joseph was a wheelwright 
and blacksmith by trade, and he came well equipped with blacksmith’s 
tools, farming and building tools, garden seed, and food supplies. Land was 
allocated to settlers at the rate of 40 acres for each £3 they had. Joseph was 
allotted some town blocks in Fremantle, and 675 acres on the Murray River 
at Pinjarra. He was afraid of the Indigenous people, so he initially remained 
in Fremantle and built carts and wagons. But he later established a farm on 
the Pinjarra land, which he called ‘Redcliffe’. In 1843 he began building a 
house and a wind-powered flour mill on land he had leased on an island in 
the Peel Inlet at Yunderup. His eldest son, Joseph, though still a teenager, 
ran the farm, which was so successful that the Coopers were the main wheat 
growers in the district for many years. 

Unfortunately, in 1847, Joseph senior died when he was thrown from his 
cart and the wheel ran over him. As he was dying, he gave instructions for his 
estate: Joseph junior inherited the family farm and Elizabeth was to receive 
an income from the profits, Thomas and James were left the mill, and the 56 
cattle and nineteen pigs were to be distributed among the family. 

With the help of Dan Myerick and Josiah Stinton, Thomas and James 
completed the mill and learnt to operate it. The mill was in use from about 
1850, and was converted to steam power in 1860. However, by 1865, most 
of the colony’s grain was produced on the Avon, in areas around York, so 
the mill closed. The family leased the whole island as a stock run, eventually 
abandoning the lease in 1879.32 Instead, Thomas and James were granted a 
pastoral lease of 3000 acres on the south bank of the Murray River where it 
enters the inlet. Here they ran their sheep, cattle and horses. 

Regular flooding of low-lying land leached the soil of trace elements, 
especially copper and cobalt, causing stock to suffer from ‘coasties disease’.33 

As a result animals would become mere skin and bone, even though the 
grass was lush. Pastoralists moved their stock inland for three or four 
months of the year to prevent this illness. Although the land away from the 

THOMAS & JAMES COOPER
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coast provided more nutritious feed, the stock faced the risk of poisoning 
from native plants. Perhaps the worst of these was ‘heartleaf’ (Gastrolobium 
bilobum). It grows mainly on the granite areas of the Darling Range, but the 
seeds wash down the rivers and the plants germinate and thrive on the river 
banks and the river flatlands. It grows to more than four metres and is one 
of the most toxic of the pea flowers — and unfortunately the animals love it!

Regulations allowing pastoral leases were first proclaimed in 1851, but over 
the years there were changes to the amount of land which could be held, the 
length of time it could be leased for, the improvements which were necessary 
(fencing, clearing, building, digging wells or dams, and so on) and, of course, 
the cost of the lease. 

Thomas and James Cooper were among those who leased large parcels 
of land on the upper reaches of the Murray River. In 1879 they obtained a 
licence for about 10,000 acres of land on the River, including what is now 
the St Stephen’s campsite, on Title A4037. The following year they had a 
lease of over 8000 acres, titled 67/575, and a neighbouring lease (66/578) of 
almost 6000 acres more. Both leases were on the river. During the 1890s, 
they held a number of leases, including a lease known as ‘Dwelyinup’ which 
encompassed the St Stephen’s campsite, Dwellingerup Brook and the land 
where Dwellingup now stands, and another lease which extended south of 
the river to Nanga Brook. 

JAMES AND ELLEN COOPER.

(Source: Mandurah Community Museum.)
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The family lives of Thomas and James were very different. Thomas was 
born on 7 May 1835 and died on 6 August 1912. He did not marry, and 
nothing can be learnt about him. 

James was born on 15 February 1838 and died on 7 March 1924. In 1865, 
he married Ellen Tuckey, who was around 16 years of age. She was born on 
2 January 1849 and died on 28 January 1929. Her father John arrived as an 
indentured servant to Thomas Peel on the Rockingham in 1830. James and 
Ellen had children James (1866), Frederick Thomas (1867), Joseph William 

(1869), Bessie Rebekah (1872), Clarence Clealand (1875), Clement Clarence 
(1876), Minnie May (1878 or 79), Ada Alethea (1881), Hamlet Anstey (1884), 
Elsie Mena (1887), Violet Ivy (1889) and Nelly Marion (1892). James, Ellen and 
Thomas share a plot in the cemetery of the Anglican Church in Mandurah. 

It is likely that Joseph ( Joe) also spelled his stock on his brothers’ lease. 
His father had left him the family farm near Pinjarra, which had thrived. He 
was born in 1825 or 1826 and died on 11 October 1909. He married Caroline 
Hole Duffield (1833–1919) and they had eight children: Caroline (1858), Rosa 
(1861), Joseph Foss (1864, who did not survive), Joseph (1866), Elizabeth 
(1869), Emily (1861), Clara and Mary. Joe had his father’s initiative and ability 
to tackle any job, as he built some of the local public works. 

The Coopers appear to have had a good relationship with the Indigenous 
people, and, like some of the other old families, employed them and 
supported them. 

However, as the new century approached, many of the pastoralists did not 
renew their leases. The Coopers had bred horses for the Indian Army, but 
these were no longer needed by 1895. Land for stock was opening up east of 
the range, where there was better feed and where the land could sustain long 
term grazing. In 1901 or thereabouts, the Coopers let their lease go.

Life for the settlers was hard. There were constant problems with dingoes, 
eagles and native cats which attacked poultry and lambs; wild cattle and 
pigs which were a danger to life; caterpillars which destroyed crops; strong 
winter rains, floods and bushfires which damaged property and stock; 
unfamiliar heat which made it difficult to preserve fresh food; illnesses such 
as consumption and dysentery; flies which caused illness and ‘bung eyes’; 
and injuries from hard labour and accidents, some of which proved fatal. 
Many infants died at birth or in their early years. For women, childbirth held 
serious risks. Food was scarce. And, of course, many settlers felt the isolation 
from friends and family in an environment which was very different from 
that which they had known. 

 Planting crops involved clearing the land by hand, ploughing with a horse-

THOMAS & JAMES COOPER
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THE COOPER LEASE WHICH INCLUDED WHAT IS NOW LOT 202. IT WAS LOCATED 
ABOUT WHERE THE NUMERALS 6/397 ARE LOCATED. THE RIVER IS NOT SHOWN ON 

THIS PLAN.

(Source: State Records Office of WA, Consignment 5000, Item 813.).
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COOPER LEASE 66/578 TO THE SOUTH-EAST OF 66/575.

(Source: State Records Office of WA, Consignment 5000, Item 813).
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drawn plough, seeding by hand, harvesting with a sickle and baling hay by 
hand. The soil was poor and quickly lost its nourishment, so the farmers 
would rest the land by grazing animals on it, sometimes using a movable 
fold or fence. The settlers had to build their own homes, usually of wood or 
wattle and daub, and construct their own fences from the timber they cut.  

Life was just as difficult for women as for men. Although labelled 
‘housewives’, this role can be misunderstood: 

Although the husbands and older boys did most of the heavy work 
— chopping down the trees and the undergrowth, digging dams and 
erecting fences, gates and buildings — the wives and smaller children 
milked the cows, made the butter, grew the vegetables, watered the 
stock, stoked the fires in the paddocks where logs and branches were 
being burnt, and generally carried out the myriad small tasks which 
had to be done on the farm. . . . If the father was away at one of 
the mills or doing a stint at one of the goldmines on ‘The Fields’ [the 
goldfields], the family left at home had to do everything — including 
fighting bushfires in summer and rescuing stock in winter flooding. To 
make their situation even more difficult, most were undertaking all this 
work in a state of near poverty. There was not the money to go and buy 
a new item if something broke.34 

Women typically married quite young and often wed men much older than 
themselves. The population was small, so the possible choices of a partner 
were limited; the 1891 census showed not many more than a thousand people 
living in the Murray district, which included the land around Mandurah 
and along the Murray River. There were no Government pensions and 
allowances. Women were usually unable to borrow money from banks and 
had limited opportunities to earn a living. The income of an older man who 
had established himself financially provided security and protection for a 
woman. 

The Coopers may have been relatively well-off, but life for the women 
and children was hard for them too, especially while the men were spelling 
the cattle at Dwelyinup. Children were forced to grow up quickly. Play was 
soon replaced with work. Joseph Cooper junior was running the family farm 
at age 14. Thomas and James were aged around 12 and 9 when their father 
died and they completed the construction of the flour mill and then ran it 
— admittedly with the help of two adults. Ellen Cooper was married at 16, 
had her first child a year later, and then ran the family home while raising 
eleven children. 

The pastoral leases on the upper Murray gave way to timber leases. Timber 
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was important to the community, and there was a huge supply of excellent 
timber in the Darling Range. It takes centre stage for the next part of our 
story. 

THOMAS & JAMES COOPER
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6
1890–1920

THE TIMBER CUTTERS

TIMBER CUTTERS MOVE ONTO PASTORAL LEASES 

From the beginning, the British settlers saw the value of the jarrah and 
other eucalypts in the Darling Range, which produced timber which 

was hard, strong and largely resistant to insects, ideal for railway sleepers and 
roads. In those days, city streets were built on a base of wooden blocks, like 
bricks. (Perth’s city streets still have a base of wooden blocks.) 

The forests extended from Chidlows Well (now Chidlows) east of Perth to 
Denmark on the south coast. In the wetter, southern areas, the tall, straight 
timber of the karri (Eucalyptus diversicolor) was much sought after. Extensive 
milling began in the 1870s, and licences to cut timber in the Dwellingup–
Nanga area were granted in the 1880s. A timber lease gave the an exclusive 
right to cut, remove, and sell any of the timber on the land, to construct 
railways on the land, and even to construct railways on Crown land outside 
the lease to connect the railway to a Government railway line or port. 
However, the lease required that a substantial and fully equipped sawmill be 
built on the lease.35 Ellen Cooper’s nephew, Charles Tuckey, leased land west 
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THE RAILWAY NETWORK AROUND 1900. 

(Drawn by R Richards. Source: R Richards, Murray and Mandurah: a sequel history of the old 
Murray district of Western Australia, 1993, facing page x.) 
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of the Cooper leases where he established a small timber mill at Marrinup, 
near Dwellingup, around 1885. 

Around 1896, Hannan’s Saw Milling Company held a timber lease over 
some of the Cooper brothers’ land (Lease 138/113, later 331/113). In 
December of that year, they built a sawmill on or near the Cooper lease. 
This mill had a steam engine and 34 horses, and employed 27 men. It had 
a wooden tramway which carried the logs to the mill, although the sawn 
timber was then carted to Pinjarra by wagon. Hannan also held leases over 
surrounding land, where he built small ‘spot’ mills which he moved regularly 
to new sites close to where the men were cutting.

In the 1890s, the number of companies milling timber led to unsustainable 
cut-throat pricing. So, in 1899, eight companies were absorbed into Millar’s 
Karri and Jarrah Co. Ltd.36 Hannan’s lease 331/113 was transferred to Henry 
Teesdale Smith, who was the State Manager of Millar’s and apparently a 
very forceful character. He argued strongly for the timber industry and for 
a Government railway and better roads to support it. He was a significant 
identity in the area for many years, holding office in local government and 
other organisations. His lease included the land around Lot 202.

In order to transport the timber, the milling companies built railways, 
which connected with the Perth–Bunbury line, but this was very costly, so 
they lobbied the State Government to build railways into the forest. People 
thought that a branch line from Pinjarra was essential for the prosperity of 
the district, but it was not constructed until 1910. Railways were also opening 
up agricultural and mining areas. A writer describes the importance of the 
locomotives, which were moved around the State to where they were needed: 

If locomotives had tongues what stirring tales of pioneering days many 
of those now running about the bush sawmills of Western Australia 
could tell! There are nearly 40 of them all told, Millar’s Company having 
about one-half, all engaged bringing in logs from the bush to the mills, 
taking sawn products and workers down to the Government sidings, 
running out stores for the people, and plant and material for the mills. 

Their lives today seem quite prosaic, for their running hours are 
regulated as a consequence of modern industrial conditions. But how 
different from those days, thirty odd years ago, when the lure of gold 
drew thousands from afar to Southern Cross, Coolgardie,  Hannans, 
Menzies, Cue, to the alluvial deposits of Kanowna, and those other 
fascinating places which flashed like brilliant meteors, only to fade 
rapidly away. They worked long hours then.

But not only was there the gold lure and the urgent need for 
railways there. Agricultural and orchard country had to be opened 

THE TIMBER CUTTERS
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PLAN SHOWING THE FIRST OF LOT 202, BUT DRAWN INCORRECTLY.

(Source: State Records Offi ce of WA, Consignment No. 4900, Series 979, S11/5, South West 
Tally No. 505934, after 12 September 1896.)



49

TIMBER CUTTERS ABOUT TO FELL A HUGE TREE.

(Photo: Pollard family. Source: R Richards, Murray and Mandurah: a sequel history of the old 
Murray district of Western Australia, 1993, p. 263.) 

THE TIMBER CUTTERS
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LEFT: 

STEAM POWERED 
WHIMS. 

ABOVE: DRAGGING LOGS WITH A TEAM OF HORSES, NANGA MILL. 

(Photo: Mrs Shirlie Marnham. Source: R Richards, The Murray district of Western Australia:     
a history, 1978, following p. 396.) 
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ABOVE: NANGA MILL, PROBABLY SOON AFTER 1908.

(Photo: WA Forests Department. Source: R Richards, Murray and Mandurah: a sequel history 
of the old Murray district of Western Australia, 1993, p. 244.) 

NANGA BROOK TODAY, BEHIND THE OLD TOWNSITE.

THE TIMBER CUTTERS
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up, and railway contracts were being let. The contractors had to have 
locomotives to transfer sleepers and material from their spot mills to 
the lines, bridges and stations, and conduct the passenger traffic that 
offered immediately a few miles were finished. The locomotives had to 
be in the best condition. Some came from the eastern states, but most 
from England. There are amongst them representative engines from 
all the prominent English makers, North British, Hudswell, Clarke and 
Co., and others.

Locomotives on the sawmills are invariably named, and some of 
the names have a glamour that no numbers could give, because they 
always give some indication of their origin and associations. Names 
like Jarrah, the Karri, and the Kirup are self-explanatory. They indicate 
that they began their careers with the timber industry, but others have 
historical associations and lead us to turn back the pages of the past 35 
years or so. With Millar’s Company are the Menzies and the Kalgoorlie, 
two locomotives which were engaged in the building of the section of 
railway between the towns of those names. 

A HEWER.

(Source: R Richards, Murray and Mandurah: a sequel history of the old Murray district of 
Western Australia, 1993, p. 268.) 
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The contractors were Joseph Timms (still in business in Melbourne) 
and the late Henry Teesdale Smith, subsequently general manager for 
Millar’s Company, and later still of the combined timber companies, 
and for one session member for Wellington (much of which electorate 
was afterwards merged in the Forrest division). They were very 
prominent railway contractors of those times, and were associated with 
C & F Millar, railway contractors of Collins Street, Melbourne.

The names of others of the locomotives now with Millar’s Company 
indicate where they were working in those busy times, viz., the Cue 
and the Kanowna. When there was an end to the pioneering goldfields 
railways, they came south and helped in the construction of the lines 
radiating from Perth and Bunbury and eventually were absorbed into 
the timber industry. 

It was a feature of those days that the contractors often sold and 
re-purchased these locomotives. They never seemed prepared to store 
them until a new contract was secured, but sold them and took the 
chance of buying them back. To these contractors Western Australia 
owes its sawmilling industry of today. They discovered the value of 
jarrah and opened up mills on a larger scale than needed for purely 
railway work and all these locomotives found new spheres of labour.37

Millars built large sawmills in the area, and small communities grew up 
around them. The Nanga Mill on Nanga Brook opened in 1908 and was 
the biggest in the area for many 
years, at times employing more 
than one hundred men. In 1909, a 
townsite was built by Millars, with 
56 homes, a store, butcher shop, 
hall, billiard room and school. Later, 
tennis courts and a sports oval 
were added. Mill towns had neither 
churches nor hotels. Once a month 
a preacher visited, rotating through 
various denominations. If there were 
children to be baptized, whoever 
was there at the time conducted the 
sacrament. According to one source, 
the area was originally named Nanya 
Brook, but an error on a map in 1904 
recorded it as Nanga and the name 
persisted. 

THE FIRST SURVEYOR’S PEG, MARKING 
THE BEGINNING OF DWELLINGUP.

THE TIMBER CUTTERS
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Dwellingup was established as a town in 1910 because it was to be the 
terminus for the first section of the railway from Pinjarra. It means ‘place of 
nearby water’.38 The Government constructed a mill at Banksiadale and then 
Dwellingup, and they were ‘cutting edge’ mills and the houses modern, with 
electricity and water. 

The logs were dragged by teams of horses, tractors or steam winches for 
up to a mile to the mill landing, but they did much damage to the bush and 
to the tracks. As a result, massive whims were used to carry the logs clear of 
the ground. Driven by horses or steam, they carried up to ten tons of timber 
at a time. 

Tree felling or cutting was a dangerous occupation. Long cross-cut saws 
were operated by two men, one at each end. A large V was cut, until the tree 
was ready to fall. A retired cutter explains: 

‘You know when the tree is going to fall, because the tree talks to you. 
You hear a crack. That’s a warning crack, believe it or not. You still 
keep cutting. Then you hear another two or three cracks continuously. 
That’s when you pull the saw out and get out of there! You line up a tree 
nearby, in advance — a good tree — and as soon as you pull the saw 
out you run and crouch down behind that tree, because when the tree 
comes down, you have to avoid shrapnel from the ground — rocks and 
twigs and things.’39 

Cutters also needed to be wary of the ‘widow-makers’ — overhanging 
branches which could fall on the cutters, or could break off and catch them 
as the tree fell. 

Mill work was also dangerous, and accidents frequent. Several deaths 
occurred and accidents left many men missing fingers or carrying other 
injuries for life. The work was hard, the hours long and the pay small. 

At the same time as the mills were operating, independent hewers cut 
railway sleepers by hand in the forest. They worked in small groups, living in 
bush camps, felling the trees, then cutting the sleepers with axes. Apparently, 
the sleepers were superior to those cut in the mills, and a good hewer earned 
better money than mill hands, but there was a lot of wastage of timber. After 
the merging of the mills, the hewers banded together into a cooperative in 
order to compete more effectively. 

Railways carried the timber via Yarloop to Bunbury. From there it was 
exported to Britain, South Africa, India and other parts of the world, where 
it was used mostly for railway sleepers and road-paving blocks. At this time, 
railways were booming all over the world, and good sleepers were in huge 
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demand. In Australia, jarrah was used in construction. In more recent years, 
jarrah has been appreciated for its beauty in furniture and art works. 

The timber industry brought large numbers of people and money to the 
mill towns in the upper Murray district. Life was full of purpose. The timber 
workers were there for the work, not to establish homes, so their dwellings 
were often roughly built and unpainted. By contrast, the farmers were 
committed to the town for the long term. They wanted a safe and happy 
community in which they could raise their families. Although many farmers 
supplemented their income by working in the mills, they treated the timber 
workers, especially the hewers, with suspicion, because the hewers lived a 
rough life, working hard, drinking hard, fighting hard. 

In Dwellingup, the townspeople had shops, a school, medical facilities 
and an efficient means of transport to Perth via the railway. There was 
entertainment — a hotel, dances in the hall, and the occasional travelling 
show such as a circus or movie; and a lot of homemade entertainment in 
the form of picnics, card evenings, sing-songs and the like. For some time 
there was strong opposition to a hotel, because of its perceived impact on 
the community.40 Of course there were also fleas, kangaroos ticks and flies, 
which caused children to get ‘bung eyes’. There was no electricity or running 
water. 

A social hierarchy developed, with the Banksiadale mill and townsite 
considered superior to Dwellingup and Holyoake, and with Nanga at the 
bottom. Nanga Brook was considered a cold and damp place, being in a 
valley. Facilities were poor. The school was rated one of the worst in the State 
because of white ants, unsuitable building, inadequate (natural) lighting and 
poor sanitation.41 

The mills and the towns struggled through the two World Wars, when 
many mill workers left to fight overseas or in home defence. Many did not 
return. During the Great Depression of the early thirties, too, many mill 
hands left the area, as wages did not cover food and other necessities. In 
1941, the Nanga Brook mill burnt down — there was some suspicion of 
arson — and a new, smaller mill requiring only sixteen workers was built. By 
1960, the mill was struggling to compete with the Dwellingup mill. 

Interestingly, in 1894, 160,000 acres of the forest were set aside as a flora 
and fauna reserve by people ‘who were far sighted enough to realise that 
the natural bush within a reasonable distance of Perth was already under 
threat and that future generations would be denied the experience of such 
an environment unless a portion of it was set aside in perpetuity’.42 The 
sawmillers, like Harold Smith, fought to have access to the reserve, which 

THE TIMBER CUTTERS
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THE RAILWAY LINE THROUGH DWELLINGUP. 

DWELLINGUP STATION. 
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contained excellent timber. The size of the reserve was dramatically reduced, 
and hewers were permitted to cut there. These days, an area of 50,000 
hectares called Lane Poole Reserve has been protected from development. It 
is named after the Inspector General of the Woods and Forests Department 
in 1917. 

However, we are getting ahead of ourselves. At this point in the story we 
need to backtrack a little because a new type of farmer has moved into the 
district.  

THE TIMBER CUTTERS
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EDWARD FISHER’S APPLICATION FOR A HOMESTEAD LOT. 

(Source: State Records Office of WA, Consignment 5000, Item 910.)
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7
1896–1916

EDWARD FISHER

HOMESTEADERS INVADE THE LEASES

An Act of 1893 introduced the ‘free homestead farm’, which allowed 
farmers to select small lots of less than 160 acres on the large pastoral 

and timber leases. It was called a ‘conditional purchase’, because if they met 
certain conditions the land would become theirs. Those conditions included 
making this land their usual home, building a house, clearing some of the 
land or planting an orchard or vineyard, and fencing the property. After 
seven years the homesteader could apply to own the land. The conditions 
could be reduced if there was illness or hardship.43

In December 1896, Edward Meredith Fisher applied for 150 acres on the 
Murray River on the T & J Cooper pastoral lease. Lot 202 (49/1092) was 
created. (The numbers are read as Lot 202, Volume 49, Folio 1092.) On 
the plan, the lot is drawn with the long side of the rectangle in an east–west 
direction, rather than a north–south direction, although this is an error in 
the drawing, later corrected. With some adjustments over time, this is the 
current St Stephen’s campsite. There is a note on the lease document that the 
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land includes a feature known as Williams Point. It seems likely that this is 
the land on the current St Stephen’s property which protrudes into the river 
below where the house currently stands. This point is important because it 
has a gentle slope to the river, allowing animals access to water. Elsewhere 
along the river the banks are steep. On Lot 202, the bank was later fenced to 
prevent stock falling into the river. 

Although Edward Meredith Fisher enters our story only briefly, he has an 
interesting convict heritage which is worth relating. Sarah Clay (1743–1807) 
and Thomas Gregory (1741–1809) were each sent to Australia as convicts. 
Sarah was sentenced to transportation for seven years for the theft of four 
pigs, but it is not clear what crime Thomas Gregory committed. Sarah and 
Thomas married in 1773 before leaving England and had at least one child, 
a daughter Elizabeth (1780–1842). Although they were transported on 
different ships, they met up again in Port Jackson (Sydney Town) where they 
applied to live as a family. The application was approved and they were sent 
to Norfolk Island, where they arrived in August 1790. Norfolk Island had 
been established as a prison settlement just a month after the establishment 
of Sydney. Perhaps the approval was granted because Thomas and Sarah had 
come from a farming community in Hertfordshire and knew how to farm, a 
skill the colony needed to survive. 

The following year, Edward Fisher (1753–1838), who was born in 
Birmingham, also arrived as a convict on Norfolk Island. He formed a 
friendship with Thomas Gregory, and when Elizabeth reached an age of 
around 18, she and Edward established a relationship. They married in 1801, 
by which time they had three children, although the third died as an infant. 
They had a further two children on Norfolk Island, and four in Tasmania.44 

Norfolk Island was very remote, being 1500 kilometres from Sydney, and 
it was very difficult to access because of the rugged shoreline. By the early 
1800s, Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania) had been settled, so Norfolk Island 
gradually closed down, with the last prisoners leaving in 1814. Although it 
is not part of our story, ten years after closing down, Norfolk Island was 
re-established as a penal settlement for the worst offenders, because it 
was impossible to escape from. There are horrifying records of the brutal 
discipline which was imposed on the convicts there for decades.

Edward and Elizabeth were transferred to Tasmania in 1808, and their 
later children were born at Sandy Bay. Edward may have served out his 
sentence by this time, or he may have been granted a ticket-of-leave or a 
pardon. Edward was a successful farmer or horticulturist. He was given 30 
acres of land in Kingborough, south of Hobart, and he seems to have left a 
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generous estate when he died. He and Elizabeth are both buried in St David’s 
Church, Hobart. 

Their eldest child, Thomas, had been born in 1799. In 1848, he married 
Ann Meredith. She was born in Punchbowl, New South Wales, in 1811, the 
fifth child of Frederick and Sarah Meredith. At the age of just 14, Ann and 
her elder sister Sophia travelled to Hobart Town, where she met Robert 
McGuire, a widower with three young children. He was the licensee of a 
hotel, the Coach and Horses Public House. (It is from the name ‘public 
house’ that we get our colloquial term ‘pub’.) When they married on 22 
December 1828, Ann was 17 and Robert 28. Just over a year later, Robert 
died. A genealogist tells her story:

In January 1830, Ann was widowed. Pregnant, with a baby and three 
step-children to care for, as well as the Coach and Horses, her future 
was fortunately covered by the ‘Marriage Settlement’ [what we would 
now call a pre-nuptial agreement]. In colonial times there were no 
provisions for widows. At marriage, the woman’s property became her 
husband’s. If he died, she could not get control of that property back. 
So, widows and their children often became destitute.

Marriage settlements were not common at the time. However, 
they were for Sandy Bay farmer, Edward Fisher’s, daughters. Though 
unrelated . . . the Fishers treated Ann as if she was a daughter when they 
became trustees in her Marriage Settlement.

Robert McGuire ‘in a declining state of health . . . had left Hobart 
and gone downriver’, possibly to Fisher’s farm at Sandy Bay, about two 
weeks before he died. On his death, Thomas Fisher took on the main 
role as trustee. The Coach and Horses became his property in trust, 
from which to provide for Ann (for as long as she did not remarry) 
and the McGuire children. Thomas was also mainly responsible for the 
Letters of Administration that replaced Probate, as Robert had left no 
will.

Ann’s life became further entwined with Thomas Fisher . . .  as his 
partner. Between 1839 and 1842, Ann bore Thomas eleven children. 
When they married, on 26 October 1848, in the Brisbane Street 
Independent Chapel, Hobart, Ann was 36 and Thomas 49. They had 
seven surviving children by then, while the McGuire stepchildren were 
all over 21 and married, and Robert McGuire’s parents were dead.

The Coach and Horses had been rented out, and developed into three 
smaller shops. In the 1850s, Thomas gave the adult McGuire children 
equal shares of it. Mary Ann received hers last, on her marriage to 
Frederick Lipscombe, with a clause to keep it free from his control — 
but she soon gave it to him!
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Ann and Thomas must have valued education. Like them, all their 
children learnt to write. A local school began at Sandy Bay in the 1820s, 
and Ann’s children, their Fisher cousins, and future Lipscombe relatives 
went there. Ann’s youngest children were sent to Hutchins, the Church 
of England private school, or the Congregationalist–Presbyterian 
Town High School, after these schools began in the 1850s. Their 
youngest daughter Florence began school at nine while the youngest 
son John began school at nine, having had some previous instruction 
so that he could make letters, but not sign his name. Ann’s grandson, 
Thomas Meredith Lipscombe, became the schoolmaster at the Sandy 
Bay School in 1880.

There are no letters, photos, or documents that can tell us what 
kind of wife and mother Ann was, or what her life was like. Life was 
no doubt busy, based around births, baptisms, marriages, and the 
occasional death, and the activities of the farm, church and school for 
her children and step-children and the extended families of her sister 
Sophia Logan and her McGuire and Fisher relations. Most of them lived 
close by in Sandy Bay — a progressive, go-ahead farming community, 
which valued education and religion — or in Hobart Town. Ann died 
on August 16 1880, aged 69. Her gravestone inscription says ‘and they 
went forth to meet the bridegroom’. Her life as a mature woman would 
have been based firmly on the Bible’s teachings. Ann’s role as a mother 
and moulder of the next generation was influenced by the evangelical 
movement in Hobart from the 1830s, which put great value on literacy 
and moral living. Other family and friends were also part of those 
congregations. …

Ann seems to have had an incredibly fortunate life. She survived 
child-bearing to became a great-grandmother. She had the protection 
of a marriage settlement that provided well for her, [as well as] her three 
McGuire step-children and her McGuire child after she was widowed. 
That marriage settlement brought her into a relationship with a loving 
Christian man, Thomas Fisher. This took her from the town of Hobart 
to the pleasant farming district at Sandy Bay, with its own school and 
religious base, and later into a home above the wharves in Battery Point, 
nearer her sister Sophia’s home. Instead of poverty, it set her up for life 
with a wealthy partner, extended family, and made it possible for her 
descendants to contribute to the exciting developments of their times, 
locally and overseas.45

Thomas and Ann had children Thomas Edward (1833), Frederick Gregory 
(1834), Anne Elizabeth (1836), Sophia (1838, died soon after birth), William 
(1840), John (1842), Sophia Elizabeth (1844), Edward (1847), Florence Helen 
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(1854) and John (1849). Many of the children left Tasmania and ran successful 
plantations, farms and businesses. 

Thomas was described as a horticulturist, which suggests he was primarily 
a market gardener or orchardist. He was also extraordinarily successful. 
When he died in 1888, he left gardens, farm land, shares in a tin mining 
company and houses worth more than £3000. The properties were in the 
heart of Hobart, along the Derwent River, in Sandy Bay and Battery Point, 
which is adjacent to the city centre.  

Which brings us to Edward, Thomas and Ann’s eighth child, born on 
29 January 1847. He must have been proud of his mother’s heritage, as he 
took the name Edward Meredith Fisher. (Thomas’ brother John, also had a 
son named Edward Meredith Fisher who was a successful shipping agent in 
Hobart.) Edward inherited the 30 acres of land in Kingborough, and some 
prime land containing four houses in the city, on the corner of Montpelier 
Retreat and Hampden Road, and known as Portsea Place. Interestingly, 
those houses appear to still exist, and are currently used as bed-and-breakfast 
accommodation. 

So when Edward Fisher decided to start a new life in Western Australia, 
he had money behind him. Precisely when he arrived in Western Australia 
is unclear, but in 1896 he was living in Francis Street, Perth when his 
occupation was described as ‘Gentleman’, which meant that he was neither 
employed nor running a business. In that year, at the age of 49, he married 
Janet Campbell Lennox Henderson at Trinity Church in Perth. She was born 
in 1871 to Margaret and James, who was an engineer. This was her second 
marriage, as her previous husband, James Hunter, had died. She lived in 
Wellington Street, Perth, ran a newsagency, and had a daughter Margaret. 
Perhaps Edward visited her newsagency to buy the newpaper each day, and 
then began visiting to see Janet. 

EDWARD FISHER

IN 1896, THE PINJARRA SCHOOL AND POST OFFICE WERE OPENED. 
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Shortly after their wedding, Edward applied for a homestead block on the 
Murray River and Lot 202 was created. However, just a few months later in 
March 1897, Edward was granted a lease over Lot 211. This land was also on 
the north bank of the river, just a short distance downstream from Lot 202. 
Dwellingerup Brook ran through it, so it was well-watered land. Initially 250 
acres, Lot 211 increased in size from 250 to 338 acres while in Edward’s care. 
It appears that Edward and Janet decided Lot 211 would make a better farm 
than Lot 202, because he soon passed the lease to another farmer, as we will  
see in the following chapter.

But farmers are always at the mercy of the weather and other forces 
of nature, and in 1900, Edward suffered great losses on his orchard. A 
newspaper reports: 

Mr Inspector Lancaster, of the Agricultural Department, has been 
visiting the various orchards in this district [Pinjarra] and has found a 
good deal of disease in the shape of the St Joseph’s scale. Some of the 
gardeners are heavy losers, as most of them have evidently taken the 
best cure by burning the trees where they stand. Great sympathy is felt 
for Mr EM Fisher, who is one of the most persevering settlers who has 
come to the district, and has planted a great number of trees. He loses 
something like 60 trees, all about 3 years old. The crops are late, but 
have come on remarkably well lately, although I am told the potato crop 
here is a failure.46

Edward may have inherited the farming skills of his father, because the 
farm prospered, as shown in the following report. It was written in 1906, 
when there was continuing pressure on the Government to build a railway 
from Pinjarra into the forest to support the growing timber and farming 
industry. The report reads:

Early on Saturday morning half a dozen buggies conveyed the party 
20 miles eastward towards Marradong, following as far as possible the 
route of the proposed railway line. The visitors were deeply impressed 
with the country they passed through. Rich sandy and loamy soil in 
these parts has produced a growth of giant trees, the aggregation of 
which represents immense timber wealth. And this wealth continues 
for 30 miles along the proposed route. 

But timber is not all that this rich tract of country offers. It has 
splendid agricultural possibilities, especially on the southern side. 
When the fact is recalled that the party lunched at what is called the 
‘eighteenth brook’, after travelling just about one-third of the route, 
it can be easily imagined that the area is thoroughly well-nourished. 
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It is country capable of producing or supporting timber, cattle, fruit, 
and crops. In one portion it has been demonstrated that three crops of 
potatoes can be raised in one year. By practising intense culture, any 
man of energy should be able to realise independence in a very short 
while out Marradong way. 

A colossal fact put before all critics of the Marradong railway proposal 
is that the line will tap no less than 160,000 acres of country which it 
has been deemed wise in the past to mark off as a timber reserve. Some 
of these areas were traversed on Saturday, and the highest opinions held 
about them were amply realised. Mr EM Fisher’s homestead, which is 
generously supplied with water from the Murray River, is a picture of 
soil wealth. It is almost eatable, this soil. And the same happy conditions 
are to be found along the Murray River, and beside the many tributaries 
of this magnificent wealth-distributing stream. 

The fly in the ointment, however, is inaccessibility. And it is by the 
desire to overcome that obstruction in the way of unrestricted progress 
and settlement that the zealous advocates of the railway line are spurred 
on.47

In 1907, Edward sold his 
farm and all stock, including 
imported Jersey cattle, Riverina-
bred Merino wethers and mixed 
cattle, horses and equipment. By 
1910 he was running a store in 
Mandurah, and the following year, he opened a store in the new town of 
Dwellingup. On 24 May 1911 he advertised that he wanted a ‘Smart youth 
for general store. Good wages. Apply at once, EM Fisher, Dwellingup via 
Pinjarra.’48 Once established, he ran regular advertisements for his store.

During these years, Edward and Janet had three children: Meredith 
(1897), Annie (1899) and Ronald Meredith (1901). In later years Edward ran 
the Mundaring Hotel for three months in 1916–17, followed by a store in 
Cottesloe and then a store in East Fremantle (around 1925), where he lived 
with his daughter Annie and his son Ronald, a boat-builder, and Ronald’s 
wife Eleanor. Meredith had married and moved to Belfast. Janet died on 
18 June 1923, aged 68. At the age of 84, Edward was knocked down by a 
car in Fremantle, and, though not seriously injured, he spent some time in 
hospital. He died on 25 April 1938, aged 91. He and Janet are buried in the 
Presbyterian section of Fremantle cemetery. 

Edward held Lot 202 for just a short time, and it is not clear what work he 
put into it, before another settler enters our story.  

EDWARD FISHER

(Source: South Western Advertiser, 7 June 1912, 
p. 8.)
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THOMAS JACKSON’S APPLICATION FOR HOMESTEAD LEASE LOT 202. 

(Source: State Records Office of WA, Consignment 5000, Item 903.)
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8
1898–1916

THOMAS JACKSON

A PUZZLING DEVELOPMENT

On 28 October 1898, just as Edward and Janet Fisher would seem to 
be settling into married life and their new farm, Thomas Thomson 

Jackson was granted a conditional purchase lease over Lot 202 (48/4993). 
The plan shows ‘Bushy Brook’ crossing the site from east to west. This is 

probably just a description of the brook, and not a formal name. A later plan 
shows another un-named creek fl owing south along the western boundary. 
The two streams enter the river at around the same point. Lot 202 was 
rectangular (except where bordered by the river), and extended upstream 
past the point where the bridge now stands. Its area was 145 acres. On the 
eastern boundary (upstream) of Lot 202 was Lot 631, comprising 147 acres, 
which Thomas Jackson also leased. A number of other small homestead lots 
adjacent to the river, on both banks, were created around the same time. 

Nothing can be found about the early life of Thomas Jackson — where 
he was born, his parents, his family. His address was given as GPO Perth, 
which suggests he might have been new to the city and did not yet have a 
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fixed address. However, in the oral history of the area, he was unmarried, had 
been a lawyer and had beautiful, copperplate handwriting. For some reason, 
he left that life and went to live on Lot 202 in a tent and a ‘bit of a shed’. 
Harold Birmingham, an orchardist, an educated and respected resident of 
Dwellingup, was concerned for him after he had been burnt out a couple of 
times. He built a cottage for Thomas near a peppermint tree down towards 
the river. His sons, and his wife, who was a nurse, looked out for him. To the 
young boys he was like a grandfather.49 

In January 1914, he was granted permission to erect gates on his paddock 
near the road. Then in 1915, a tender was accepted by the road board for 
‘Erecting fence at Jackson’s on Nanga Brook road, about 10 chains’.50

The uncertainty about his early life and his reason for buying the land 
remain. Enquiries throughout Australia did not find a Thomas Jackson 
registered by the legal associations nor the courts as a lawyer. He may, 
nevertheless, have been a lawyer or a legal clerk. It is also possible that he was 
described as a lawyer, not because he was qualified, but because he thought 
about and argued issues like a lawyer. There appears no way of knowing. 
There were other Thomas Jacksons in the colony at the time, including an 
architect, a boarding house owner and a miner, but it is clear that none of 
these is ‘our’ Thomas. 

In 1916, he sold Lot 202, and the electoral roll lists him as living in 
Marradong Road, Holyoake. However, the story takes an unusual twist, 
because the purchaser of the land did not use it, and Thomas had retired and 
was living in Nanga Road, presumably on Lot 202, in 1925 and 1931. The 
following newspaper article may be a clue as to why this occurs:

Accident at Dwellingup: Recently an old man named ____ Jackson, of 
Dwellingup, was walking along the railway line at that centre when he 
was struck by a passing engine and knocked down. As a result of injuries 
received the old man was brought in by the train from Dwellingup on 
Saturday last and conveyed to the Pinjarra Hospital where he is now 
receiving treatment at the hands of Dr Joyce. Inquiries elicited the fact 
that Jackson is progressing favourably.51 

Hospital records show that Thomas Thomson Jackson, aged 67, was 
in hospital for 25 days in April recovering from his injuries. Perhaps his 
recovery was slow, which might explain why others would assist him.  

He died on 14 November 1934, aged 86, at Caraholly, the Birmingham 
orchard (which is still in the family), and was buried in Dwellingup Cemetery, 
although his grave is no longer marked. The death certificate lists no names of 
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parents, wife or family. It states that he lived in Tasmania until the age of 12, 
and returned to Australia (WA) in 1898. The known facts allow us to deduce 
that he was born between 2 April and 14 November 1848 in Tasmania, but 
a record of his birth or baptism cannot be found. Where he spent the years 
between the ages of 12 and 50 is unknown.

Thomas Jackson remains an enigma.  
Yet we should not be surprised to find a puzzling story among the 

nineteenth century settlers. After all, why would people travel to the Swan 
River, or beyond to the surrounding countryside, to an uncertain future in 
the most remote British colony on the planet? (Perth is still reputed to be the 
most isolated capital city in the world.) 

The most obvious reason is that Britain was in the midst of an industrial 
revolution. As farm labourers were replaced by machinery they moved to the 
cities where foundries, cotton and woollen mills, potteries and factories were 
springing up, or they took up work building railways and other infrastructure. 
But the work was dangerous, salaries were poor, housing was unhygienic, and the 
air and water carried smoke, poisons and disease. Because the Swan River Colony 
was desperate for skilled labour, the Government offered assisted passages to 
immigrants. Many took up the challenge of a new start in a healthy environment. 

Some settlers were sent to the colony by wealthy parents who wanted their 
sons to accept responsibility for their lives, to ‘make men of them’. (The 
following chapter tells of one such man.) 

For a short time, between 1850 and 1865, convicts were sent to the colony. 
Although they eventually won their freedom and lived as free citizens 
they carried a stigma (the ‘convict stain’) and suffered discrimination in 
employment and opportunity. As some moved away from Perth, ex-convicts 
from the eastern colonies came to the Swan River seeking a new start where 
they had no history. Edward Fisher may have moved west seeking better 
opportunities or a new beginning where his convict heritage was unknown.

And some settlers came to escape their present circumstances — failure or loss in 
business, relationships, or love; shame in their reputation or criminal prosecution. 

Our best guess is that Thomas Jackson migrated to Perth from one of the 
eastern colonies. (Several men named Thomas Jackson did so around this 
time, but there is no way of identifying any of them as the settler in our story.) 
He is reputed to have been a lawyer and appeared to lack farming skills, yet 
he settled as a farmer in a remote part of the colony and did not practise law. 
Perhaps he sought to escape to a place where he was unknown. 

So too did someone in the next part of our story. Many characters enter as 
as our story takes an intriguing twist.

THOMAS JACKSON
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PLAN SHOWING LOT 202, NOW DRAWN CORRECTLY.
(Source: State Records Offi ce of WA, Consignment No. 4900, Series 979, S11/6,     South–

west Tally No. 505935, pre-16 September 1899.)
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9
1916–1950

ELLEN CLARK

COMPLICATION AND SCANDAL

In 1916, Ellen Elizabeth Clark of Dwellingup purchased Lot 202 from 
Thomas Jackson (Transfer 5765/1916, dated 25 September 1916, Title 

CL8922/1912). Because this continued to be a conditional purchase lease, 
the improvements which Thomas Jackson had to make to the land (clearing, 
fencing, housing, planting. . . ) had apparently not been done, although he 
had erected some fences. The improvements were completed by 1921 when 
the land became Ellen Clark’s (789/89) freehold. It appears that she also 
purchased Lot 631.

We know quite a lot about Ellen Clark and her family. Known as ‘Ellie’, she 
was born Ellen Elizabeth Thomson on 22 October 1880. She was the daughter 
of James Guy Thomson and Mary Elizabeth (‘Bessie’) Bussell, so she was a 
grand-daughter of Alfred and Ellen Bussell, pioneers of the Margaret River 
area. Alfred and his brothers John, Charles and Joseph had arrived in the 
colony in 1830 and are remembered in the name Busselton. Bessie was born 
on 20 March 1856 and grew up at ‘Ellensbrook’ and ‘Wallcliffe’, and was an 
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Blocks in vicinity of Davis Brook, Dwellingerup Brook and Murray River by H. Hartung, Fieldbook
12, later additions to 1911 [scale: 20 chains to an inch].LOT 202 AND NEIGHBOURING BLOCKS, 1911.

JACKSON HAS LOT 202; FISHER STILL HOLDS LOT 211; THE COOPERS RETAIN LOT 
221; AND MUNDAY HOLDS LOT 82 (DWELLINGERUP). 

(Source: State Records Office of WA, Consignment No. 3869, Item No. Murray 069,      
Blocks in vicinity of Davis Brook, Dwellingerup Brook and Murray River by H. Hartung, 

Fieldbook 12, later additions to 1911)
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older sister to Grace Bussell, who became famous for her rescue of people 
from the Georgette in 1876. ‘Wallcliffe’, on the banks of Margaret River, was 
destroyed by a bushfire in 2011.

James was the son of a wealthy English banker from Oxfordshire and he 
had been financed by his father to come to Western Australia. It is likely 
that his father wanted him to ‘grow up’ and make something of himself, and 
was prepared to finance his ventures anywhere in the world to achieve that! 
James arrived in 1855. Following a shipboard romance, he married Emma 
Lucille Frances Roe, a daughter of John Septimus Roe, Western Australia’s 
first Surveyor-General. 

On his twenty-seventh birthday, in 1860, James took up a pastoral lease of 
10,000 acres south of Donnybrook near the Preston River at Brookhampton, 
which he named after a small village near his family home. Because he had 
money, he built a fifteen-room bungalow, lived like an English squire and 
became known as ‘Gentleman Thomson’. He had a reputation for his quick 
temper and for driving a coach of four horses recklessly, but brilliantly, in his 
desire for speed. If he were living today, it is likely he would own an expensive 
sports car, have collected numerous speeding fines, and be regularly seen in 
the social columns of the press. 

Brookhampton House would have undoubtedly been the centre of 
much of the social life of the more wealthy settlers in the early days 
of the district. The Australian poet, Adam Lindsay Gordon, was a 
frequent visitor of the Thomsons. James Guy used the property for 
the breeding of horses . . .  for the Indian Army, a lucrative market 
in those days, and also for racing, a sport in which Thomson liked to 
indulge. An elaborate set of stables was erected and high-class mares 
and stallions were imported from England. It was a well-equipped 
property, unlike the slab huts that most of the early settlers had to be 
content with in the early years of settlement. The homestead itself was 
built of bricks baked on the property and roofed with jarrah shingles. 
Tradesmen were brought out from England to make the furniture. A 
racetrack was established on the property, which had stabling for about 
thirty horses and was almost like a village in extent. . . . It was only 
through having money sent out from England that Thomson was able 
to maintain this lavish expenditure.52 

James and Emma had twelve children, although only nine survived. Sadly, 
Emma died in childbirth in 1876, aged 39. When James married Bessie, in 
February 1878, she was not quite 20 years old, so she was step-mother to 
children around the same age as herself, which caused some friction in the 

ELLEN CLARK
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family. She had five children: Alfred (1878), Ellen, Vernon Guy (1882), Grace 
Ermengarde (1885) and Edith Francesca (1888).

After James died in November 1890, at the age of 58, Bessie struggled to 
manage the estate, which had relied on money being sent from England. The 
family was about to lose the farm, but two of James’ sons managed to raise 
the money to buy it. Bessie remarried and went to live in Melbourne, and we 
follow her because she continues as a leading character who makes a surprise 
reappearance in our story.  

Bessie’s new husband was Lionel Herbert Noyes, a ship’s captain. Born 
in 1838 in England, he married Katherine (‘Kate’) Power, the daughter of 
a politician, in Victoria in 1862, and they had two children. It is not clear 
whether Kate died or whether he divorced her prior to marrying Bessie. 

Lionel was a dominant character whose behaviour does not seem to match 
his upbringing. He was the son of Thomas Herbert Noyes, a barrister and 
magistrate in Sussex, England. Lionel attended Rugby School. In Western 
Australia, he carried some respect, being recorded as an inspector of schools, 
foundation president of the Psychic Research Society, and with his name 
being proposed for local government election. Lionel pursued various ways 
to make money. In 1878, he and Abraham Clay patented in Melbourne ‘Clay’s 
Medicated Toothpaste Snuff’; in 1887, he imported a distillery and plant; in 
1889 he was secretary of a newly listed tin mining company on the Perth 
Stock Exchange; and in 1894 he was building a large hotel in Busselton. 

But there was another side to Lionel. In the late 1890s, several cases were 
brought against him for non-payment of debts. He even had a restraining 
order brought against him. Not only did he vigorously resist the charges 
in the courts, but he brought charges against the police for arresting him 
without cause, and against a stable-hand, for assaulting him when refusing 
him the right to take his horse, a charge refuted by witnesses. He was reported 
as having sold his house and possessions, and having told people that he 
was about to leave the colony, with outstanding debts unpaid. He fought 
the charges through the courts and in the press, which was critical of his 
activities. He regularly wrote to the editor of the Southern Times, defending 
himself against newspaper reports of his exploits. 

His son Lionel Power Herbert Noyes established a similar reputation in 
Tasmania, having been charged with indecent language and embezzlement. 
At the age of just 26, Lionel junior died unexpectedly of an epileptic fit while 
in Perth, and the newspaper reported, with a touch of sarcasm: ‘The Henry 
Lloyd who was found dead in his bed last Wednesday, at the Court Hotel, 
is said to be named Lionel Herbert Power Noyes [sic] — a name strangely 
familiar in Western Australia.’53  
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Lionel and Bessie had two children together: Dorothy Evelyn Paget (1893) 
and Herbert Bingham Whately (1897). At the time Bessie remarried, Ellie 
was just 12 years old, so she and her younger siblings went to Melbourne with 
their mother. They later returned to Western Australia to live in Busselton 
and Perth, where Lionel Noyes died in 1902 and Bessie in 1925. 

What happened to Ellie? In 1913 she married Charles Presley Clark. He 
was born in Ross, Tasmania, on 11 May 1868 or thereabouts, into a wealthy 
and influential family. The family later moved to the Darling Downs in 
Queensland, where they continued to thrive and where his father Charles 
and uncle George eventually entered parliament. He was the eldest son of 
nine children. After his mother died when he was just five or six, his father 
remarried, and had another nine children. 

In October 1899, Charles married Ethel Isabella Bell and in December 
they had a son, also named Charles Presley. What happened after that is not 
clear, but Charles came to Western Australia. For a time he owned land in the 
Mt Barker area, but defaulted on the rates in 1909 when he moved to Perth. 
In 1910, he is listed on the electoral roll as a farmer in Cannington. 

We do not know how he met Ellie, but in 1913 Charles and Ellen left 
Australia and married in Victoria in British Columbia, Canada, on 24 
September 1914. They then settled across the border in Seattle, USA, where 
they had a son Charles Guy Roswell on 16 November 1915, and lived out 
their lives. Charles died in 1949 and Ellen died in 1974. 

In most family histories there are surprises and that is so here, because it 
appears that Charles may have been a bigamist. In 1905, Ethel, Charles’ first 
wife, was living in Brisbane, where she continued living for some years and 
working as a nurse. Her husband was not with her. In her later years, Ethel 
moved to the Rockhampton area, where she died in 1955. It appears that not 
long after the wedding, Charles left Ethel and their son, but no record can be 
found of their divorce. Ethel continued to use the name Mrs Charles Presley 
Clark until her death, which suggests that she still considered herself to be 
his wife. In 1932 when her son died, the funeral notice states that he was the 
son of Mrs C P Clark. His father is not mentioned. If Charles and Ethel were 
never divorced, this would explain why Charles and Ellen married in Canada 
and lived out their lives in Seattle. The marriage would have been illegal, and 
Charles guilty of bigamy, a crime which carried the penalty of seven years 
imprisonment. 

While we do not have photos, we have descriptions of Ellen and Charles 
when they applied to become US citizens. At the age of 66, Ellen had a light 
complexion, with brown eyes. She was small in stature, just 157 centimetres 
tall and weighing 55 kilograms. She had a mole on her chin. At a similar age, 

ELLEN CLARK
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PLAN SHOWING LOT 202 AND NEIGHBOURING SITES, BETWEEN 1923 AND 1927.

(Source: State Records Offi ce of WA, Consignment No. 5691, Series 4268, Item 380C/20 
Sheet 1A, Tally No. 505426, 3 August 1923 to 20 June 1927.)
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Charles was a large man, 180 centimetres tall and weighing 120 kilograms. 
He had medium complexion and blue eyes, and had a scar on the palm of 
his left hand.

There is one more family member to meet. In 1916, when the land was 
purchased by Ellie, her mother Bessie was resident in Dwellingup, living 
at ‘Elsfield’, the home of her daughter Grace Ermengarde (known as 
‘Eunie’), and husband William Sarell. They had married in 1906, when 
Grace was around 21 years old and they had three children. Interestingly, 
Elsfield consisted of more than 800 acres on several lots stretching along 
the Dwellingerup Brook — Lots 211, 230, 500, 231 and 679 and 680. It 
appears that Edward Fisher relinquished Lot 211 around 1914, when Eunie 
purchased it. Living with Eunie and William was Bessie’s daughter Dorothy 
and her son Herbert, who, in 1919, aged around 12, was one of several boys 
throughout the State to win a pig! Bessie lived in Highgate following Lionel’s 
death, but in 1915 she sold everything and moved to Dwellingup. 

It is interesting that Eunie named her farm, Elsfield, after a village in 
Oxford, England, near where Bessie’s parents-in-law had lived. The property 
was in Eunie’s name, not her husband’s, and was known as ‘Mrs Sarell’s 
farm’. However, it was clearly not a success, because in 1912 and 1915, these 
lots are listed in the Government Gazette among the leases which were about 
to be forfeited because charges had not be paid. In 1919, and again in 1922, 
Eunie was in the Supreme Court fighting a case of bankruptcy. The bank 
finally sold the property in 1923.54 

It is worth a short detour to see how much things had changed for her. Her 
marriage in 1906 was reported at length in the press, and shows that Bessie 
was still a respected part of the Perth social scene:

A pretty little wedding was solemnised in St Alban’s Church, Highgate 
Hill, last Thursday afternoon between Miss Eunie Thompson, daughter 
of the late Mr James Guy Thompson, of Brookhampton, and Mr 
William Sarell. 

The ceremony was performed by the Rev. W Everingham. 
The bride, who was given away by Mr Walter, Resident Magistrate of 

Geraldton, wore a very pretty dress of white organdie muslin, trimmed 
with a profusion of soft lace and veining of white satin ribbon. The 
tulle veil, embroidered with silk, fell over a coronet of orange blossom, 
and there was also a spray of the bridal flower visible on the corsage. A 
lovely bouquet of white flowers was carried. 

The Misses Ellie and Edie Thompson acted as bridesmaids to their 
sister, wearing dainty frocks of white muslin, panelled with lace, the 
corsage being prettily trimmed with the same material. Smart hats, of 

ELLEN CLARK
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cream guipure, outlined and trimmed with black and wine-coloured 
velvet and roses respectively, completed their toilettes. They carried 
lovely bouquets of deep pink roses, and wore gold pendants and chains, 
the gifts of the bridegroom, and gold enamel and pearl brooches, the 
gifts of the best man. Mr Harcourt Harper acted as best man. 

After the ceremony the wedding party proceeded to the residence of 
the bride’s mother, where dainty refreshments were set out on a table 
charmingly decorated with flowers and foliage, arranged on a central 
mirror and round the snowy cloth. Mrs Noyes received her guests, 
wearing a frock of pale grey eolienne, appliquéd with white silk, and a 
hat composed of black and white velvet and chiffon, brightened with 
a touch of heliotrope. The hostess carried a pretty bouquet of flowers. 

Mr and Mrs Sarell received the congratulations of their friends in the 
drawing-room, where a delightful collection of presents was arranged, 
and during the afternoon they left for Cottesloe to spend a few days 
before returning to their country home.55 

The article went on to list the names of the guests, a number of whom had 
travelled from England, and the gifts they gave. The bride’s mother, Bessie, 
gave the couple a piano, gold-shell brooch, and Metters stove. Clearly, there 
had been some money in the family, and the Sarell’s farm was on good land, 
some fronting the Murray River, and the remainder along the Dwellingerup 
Brook. The advertisement for the property in 1923 describes its value:

The soil is mainly rich, red loam, suitable for all classes of mixed farming, 
including sheep, dairying, pigs, potatoes, etc. There is an abundance of 
water from permanent running brooks, from which considerable areas 
could be irrigated. There are four sawmills within easy distance, which 
provide good markets for all produce.56 

The description could apply just as readily to Lot 202, which was also 
supplied with water from two springs which fed brooks which crossed the 
property, although not as strongly as the spring which fed Dwellingerup 
Brook. 

Now we have all the characters on stage, we return to the story. Back in 
Dwellingup, in 1916, Ellen Clark purchased Lot 202 from Thomas Jackson. 
But the sale raises many questions. Since Ellie was in the USA in 1916, did 
Bessie purchase the property in her name or did Eunie? It is unlikely that 
Ellie returned to Australia at that time, because she had an infant less than a 
year old. Ellie had been a bridesmaid at Eunie’s wedding, so were obviously 
close. Perhaps she bought the property near her sister with the intention of 
returning to Australia and living there. Or perhaps Bessie purchased it in 
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Ellen’s name as a way of encouraging her to return one day. 
Equally puzzling is why she left the property in the care of Thomas 

Jackson. The property was transferred to Ellen’s name shortly after Thomas 
was discharged from hospital. Interestingly, the hospital records list Mrs 
Sarrell as his contact, so it appears that she cared for him, although it is 
not clear whether she was a friend or relative. However, it is intriguing that 
his middle name (Thomson) was the same as Ellie’s and Eunie’s maiden 
names. Perhaps Ellie purchased the property for Thomas because the sisters 
felt an obligation to him or compassion for him. Ellie completed essential 
improvements to the property and then paid the rates (land tax) for nearly 
forty years. 

After Thomas Jackson’s death, the property was used by others. Some of 
the timber on the land near the road was cleared by a Dutchman named 
Gerry Montaan. A small mill and shack were built on the south–western 
corner of the paddock. The same paddock was used by an Italian migrant 
named D’Orazio to grow vegetables for commercial sale. It is presumed 
there would have been some lease agreement involved.57 

Ellen Clark sold the property in 1950, shortly after her husband died. Her 
connection to Lot 202 is puzzling.   

EVENTS CHANGED THE COMMUNITY

During the years when Ellen Clark owned Lot 202, a number of events 
changed the community, and the world. 

The Great War, the Depression and then the Second World War changed 
the nature of the towns. In the 1940s, a prisoner-of-war camp was established 
at Marrinup, and housed several hundred German and Italian prisoners. 
They cut wood to supply all the firewood needed by army camps in Western 
Australia during the war. In 1943, an area near the bridge was used as a 
training ground for a volunteer defence group. They conducted live firing 
and also erected a flying fox across the river. About 120 metres east of the 
bridge, on the south bank, is a tree containing a high platform, which may 
be the location of the original flying fox (although the platform is recent). It 
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is  also  approximately  opposite  the  original b oundary  between  Lots  202 
and 631. 

Many men did not return from the wars, leaving an impact on families and 
the community. After Darwin was bombed in 1942, and then Broome, there 
was fear that Perth would also be bombed, so many residents left the city to 
stay with relatives in remote towns like Dwellingup. Train-loads of people 
arrived in the town to take up temporary accommodation. 

In the 1920s, a road was constructed between Dwellingup and Nanga 
Brook. It passed through the ‘top’ of Lot 631 and split Lot 202. The makeshift 
bridge was replaced by a properly constructed bridge. However, the bridge 
was a constant source of tension for the local community. Although the 
locals saw it as an essential link to Dwellingup, it was regularly damaged by 
floods. (See Chapter 13.) 

THE BRIDGE FROM LOT 202.

(Photo courtesy of Gordon and Emma Douglas.)
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THERE WERE TOURISTS 

While life along the river may have been tough for generations of 
pastoralists, timber workers and farmers, for others the river has 

always been a place to be enjoyed. 

A newspaper report in 1915 illustrates this when a correspondent writes 
about encountering ‘a picnic party homeward bound in drays, carts, sulkies 
and on horseback’ and parodying Stephen Foster’s song, Old folks at home. As 
they passed, he caught the following:

Down where de little Murray riber 
Goes on its way,
And where a breeze is blowing eber
Dat’s where we’ve been today. 
All up and down the banks we wandered
In lubly shade.
Six very pleasant hours we squandered,
Many de games we played. 
All ob us have spent a cheery
Jolly day dat’s plain.
Oh maties won’t de place seem dreary
When we get back home again. 
When we our mouths with grub were filling
‘Appy were we . . . 62

By this time they had passed out of earshot, so the remainder of the song 
is lost (but could probably be added to by St Stephen’s students).

The railway, roads and towns opened the eyes of tourists to the beauty of 
the river and the forest, as one writer explains:

A brief account which appeared in the Press during March last by the 
Director of the Tourist Bureau, of the Baden-Powell Reserve on the 
upper Murray, decided the writer of these notes to visit the spot at the 
first opportunity. The trip eventuated during the Easter holidays, and 
proved intensely enjoyable. The road from Perth to Dwellingup is, of 
course, well known to motorists, but the four and a half miles of good 
bush track from the latter place to the reserve is comparatively unknown. 
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Coasting down from the top of the range to the bridge on Good Friday 
afternoon, through beautiful park-like country, our destination was 
reached in good time; but we could not resist having a long pause to 
enjoy the lovely view, as in turning a sharp bend the first glimpse of 
the river was obtained. Soon after our arrival the report of a gun fired 
in a certain place in the valley was heard, and, the reverberations were 
carried along with remarkable clearness. We camped on a small plot of 
cleared ground on the river bank close to the bridge. . . .

The river was a veritable delight to all the visitors: free of weeds, clear, 
sweet, and cool, the water is admirable. We drank it, swam in it, and 
were entranced with the wonderful reflections cast therein. Incidentally, 
it set jellies for us and kept our butter hard. We carried firearms, game 
was very plentiful: namely, roos, wild pig, rabbits, black cockies, and 
parrots. We made our way to the rapids and the waterspout along the 
banks of the beautiful Murray River, through dense undergrowth, 
and under magnificent jarrah trees, which cover hills, gullies, and 
flats in every direction. The tall, shapely trees of the forest grow so 
close together that looking from any eminence it is impossible to get 
a glimpse of another. The whole scene baffles description and must be 
seen to be appreciated.63 

In 1946, another writer described his excursion to the Nanga bridge: 

There is little timber cut at Dwellingup mill these days, but the old tracks 
go out from the town in all directions to where the fallers used to work 
when the place was busier. Most beautiful of these paths are those that 
lead down to the Murray valley. . . . The going was heavy, impossible 
for any travel other than cycling or walking; but the amazing luxuriance 
of the undergrowth, the graceful trunks of the jarrah and redgum, 
varied with twisted banksia and sheoak, and in places glimpses of the 
river, clear and green in the deep valley below, made ample repayment 
for the labour of getting there. We found in places that bushfires had 
burnt out the bridges; here we scrambled through the gullies, carrying 
our bicycles, and fording the fortunately shallow river. On yet another 
track we came up against the work of last year’s heavy floods. No trace 
remained of what had been a stout bridge crossing the Murray at a deep, 
wide stretch. This time we were forced to send our bicycles and clothes 
across the stream on a ‘flying fox’ luckily left behind by military forces 
which had been camped there during the war. Our luggage safely over, 
we finally swam for it to get ourselves to the other side, and continued 
on our way without further incident.64 

Generations of Scouts have enjoyed the river, naming the Baden-Powell 

ELLEN CLARK



A PLACE NEAR WATER84

Water Spout, a little upstream from the bridge. In 1929, the National 
Corroboree was held in the area and the newspaper carried the details 
supplied by the organising group:

On arrival at Dwellingup the party will be grouped into their groups 
of four and the five-mile hike to Murray Bridge will commence. After 
leaving Dwellingup the road takes a sharp bend to the right, it is 
marked at this spot by an RAC sign, which states, ‘To Nanga Brook’. 
The road is then followed for about a mile and a half, where it forks 
into two roads, the left branch of the road is the old formation road and 
must not be taken. So you will take the right branch road. From this 
spot the remainder of the hike is all down hill, the road twisting and 
twining through the hills. You have three and a half miles of this until 
you finally arrive at what is know as the Murray Bridge, which is five 
miles from your jumping off place. About four hundred yards west of 
the bridge you will ‘bivvy’ for the night. 

‘Rouse’ will be blown at 6.30 a.m., after which will come a wash or dip 
in the river and then breakfast. Inspection will be at 9 a.m. This is the 
second day on hike. Right! Headquarters will be shifted to the Baden-
Powell Waterspout, which is about a mile and a half upstream and in an 
easterly direction. There is a splendid swimming pool underneath the 
fall there. Scout groups may operate eastwards along the river for about 
two miles further on. A log crosses the river at this point, and will 
provide a means of crossing should any scout wish to do so. All along 
the south bank of the river is good camping but the north bank is not 
too good, except at the fall. Scouts have the whole of the second day to 
explore this fascinating country.65 

Of course, the river was used for pleasure also by many local and visiting 
people. Trout fisherman appreciated its wildness. In December 1949, 12,000 
rainbow trout fry were released into the river just below the bridge. Twelve 
months later, the State Trout Acclimatisation Council met on the banks of 
the river at the Nanga bridge and heard good reports of fish being caught in 
the Murray.66 
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AND THERE WERE NEIGHBOURS

It is worth taking a small diversion at this point to mention one of Western 
Australia’s most notorious outlaws. The oral history of the area says that 

at one time Lot 202 was owned by Thomas Hughes. This is untrue, but he 
did own the two properties across the river, Lots 233 and 531, the property 
on the western boundary, Lot 1032, and Lot 404 a little further downstream 
on the north bank. 

Thomas Edward Hughes, also known as ‘Tom’ or ‘Teddy’, was a colourful 
character. He was born in 1866 en route to Fremantle to Thomas and 
Catherine. His father, who was a prison guard, died while Thomas was still 
a teenager. As a young man he was often in trouble with the law. Tom was 
indentured for two years to a family in Esperance, but he broke his bond and 
returned to Fremantle. 

A man who knew him as an infant on board the ship recalled meeting him 
again as a young man, describing him as:

. . . a fine, tall, active, robust young man, a keen sportsman, and, as he 
proved himself, a most genial companion. During our journey overland 
he was full of anecdotes relating to bush life, and from which I gathered 
that he was passionately fond of sport and adventure. Whenever we 
came near a lake or pool, off Tom went for some ducks, and again away 
o’er the plain after a kangaroo, sometimes not coming up with us at 
the halting places until after midnight. Whilst seated at the camp fire at 
night he would often regale us with some very amusing particulars of 
his exploits. . . . Hughes day by day proved himself to be a thorough 
bushman, apparently being able to go anywhere in the bush either night 
or day. He was a great favourite with the natives, over whom he seemed 
to exercise considerable influence.58 

In 1887, he was involved in a theft at a quarry in North Fremantle. When 
two policemen went to investigate, one was shot by Tom, and later died. 
Despite a reward of £200 being offered for his capture, he managed to elude 
police by living in the bush for almost three months. 

When on the run, he was described as quite stout and almost 180 centimetres 
tall. Sent to prison for six years, he escaped after bashing a prison officer. 
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The newspapers reported:

The notorious bushranger, Tom Hughes, who was last month reprieved 
to a life sentence for the murder of Constable O’Connell, escaped from 
Fremantle Gaol on Tuesday night, in company with another prisoner 
named Jarvie. They overpowered the guard. On the previous day 
Thompson, another ‘lifer’, escaped. All three are at large. The police 
are in pursuit. There is much excitement in Perth.59 

Again he was captured, after committing another burglary, and given 36 
lashes and a further three-year term of imprisonment. In 1889, he again tried 
to escape by digging through the prison wall, but was exposed by a guard. 
After his release he settled down to a quiet life beside the Nanga bridge. 
It is surprising that his punishment for his crimes was so light. Historian 
Geoffrey Bolton, explains :

Despite the disapproval of the press, Hughes won considerable 
sympathy among the Fremantle working class. His defiance of the 
authorities reminded some of Ned Kelly. Others saw tragedy because 
Hughes and O’Connell [the constable he killed] were schoolfellows and 
both sons of pensioner guards. The reduction of the charge against him 
to manslaughter may have been a reaction to popular opinion.

He was released from prison on a ticket-of-leave in 1896, granted 
conditional release in April 1898 and was given permission to carry 
firearms later that month. He then moved to the Pinjarra district, 
where he remained for the rest of his life and stayed out of trouble. 
Old residents remember him as eccentric but harmless. He cultivated 
an orchard and on his regular visits to report to the local police station, 
sometimes brought in a little gold that he had panned at an unknown 
site in the Darling Range.

On 16 October 1902 Hughes married Alice McLevie at St John’s 
Church of England, Pinjarra; they had a daughter and a son. Hughes 
was admitted into the Hospital for the Insane at Claremont in old age 
and died there on 10 December 1944; he was buried in the Anglican 
section of Karrakatta cemetery. Nobody remembered that he had 
figured for a brief period as Western Australia’s most notorious outlaw 
in the generation between convict transportation and the 1890s gold 
rush.60

One resident recalls that the Nanga bridge was known as ‘Hughesy’s 
Bridge’, and that Thomas, in his later years, had long white hair and beard 
and would walk for miles. Across the river from the St Stephen’s campsite 
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he dug a mine shaft into the hillside. The shaft is still there, but the entrance 
has collapsed. The gold he found may have come from this mine. He had a 
son, Roger ‘Diver’ Hughes, who earned his name saving miners in a mine 
collapse. Roger is remembered as a tall and stout man who never stopped 
talking and was a great dancer. He was a friend of John Douglas (who we will 
meet later in our story), who taught him to ride a bicycle. He also reputedly 
had a tall and attractive sister who always dressed in the latest fashion.61 

Although Thomas Hughes did not live on Lot 202, he was certainly well 
known in the local area, and even now, one hundred years later, the stories 
continue to be told. 
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LOT 202.

(Photos courtesy of Gordon and Emma Douglas.)
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10
1950–61

JOHN & MALCOLM      
DOUGLAS

HARD WORK AND A TRAUMATIC END

For the second time in our story, brothers come together on the site. 
Although Landgate records show that John Albert Douglas and Malcolm 

James Douglas purchased the property from Ellen Clark in 1959 (Transfer 
19310/1959, dated 14.12.1959, Title 789/89, dated 1921), Murray Council rates 
books and John’s own records show that it was purchased in December 1950. 
Like those before them, the brothers also acquired Lot 631, creating a farm 
of around 300 acres. 

John and Malcolm Douglas were brothers whose parents William and Rose 
Hannah Douglas moved their young family from England to India, where 
William served as a soldier. They then migrated to Western Australia, arriving 
in September 1923 to join the Group Settlement Scheme, a Government plan 
to develop the south–west of the State and produce dairy products. Each 
group consisted of twenty families and each family was given 160 acres and 
six cows. The Douglas family was located fi rst at Group 64 Forest Grove, 
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then at Group 62 Cowaramup and finally at Group 18 Wirring, all in the 
Margaret River–Augusta area. After ten years of struggle, they walked off 
the land, as did many other group settlers, unable to support their families. 
In December 1935 the family took up 44 acres at Dwellingup. Rose had 
eleven children in all. William saw active service in both wars, which must 
have placed great stress on Rose to care for their large family. One of the 
children, Gordon, recalls: 

Holyoake was our closest school. That is where we had to walk to. I 
didn’t like school and would be absent every opportunity I had. I was 
glad when I was 14 years old and I could leave. . . .

 My parents were very hard-working people and I still wonder how 
they managed to always have food on the table for us, because we were 
a large family and wages were very poor. But Mum always had a large 
pot of soup on the stove and always made the best cauliflower pickles 
I’ve ever tasted.

Malcolm and myself would go down to the river camping in school 
holidays. Once we made a canoe and Dad took us and our canoe in the 
horse and cart. Other times we would ride our bikes.

Although similar in appearance, John and Malcolm were quite different in 
nature. Yet they remained close companions throughout their lives. 

John was born on 4 March 1923, three months before sailing from India. 
He left school at the age of 14, as most students did, and worked on farms. 
But he was fortunate to reach adulthood. In 1938, he was accidentally shot. 
A member of a shooting party was climbing through a fence when his gun 
discharged accidentally. John was in hospital for ten weeks. Because he wasn’t 
expected to live, the people of Dwellingup had made wreaths for him, and 
were surprised when he recovered. 

He was ‘able to turn his hand to anything’, supplementing his farm income 
as shop assistant, post-office employee, orchard hand, mill hand, forestry 
department worker and more. Having learnt bookkeeping by correspondence, 
he became a careful record keeper and recorded all the property expenses 
in a journal which has survived. So too has the business partnership 
agreement which the brothers formally drew up in 1953. He was a sound 
businessman who wrote articulately. On one occasion, a bulldozer driver left 
his job unfinished because he had a better offer from somewhere else. John 
wrote a three-page letter which was assertive and blunt. It began: ‘Being 
very disgusted with the way you discarded our bulldozing work and openly 
critical of what I consider a not very business like principle displayed by you, 
I think it only fair that you should know our feelings regarding this matter.’ 



91

He then went on to outline the history of the work and his conversations 
with representatives of the firm. 

But John was also very sociable. Having taught himself the banjo, he played 
in a local dance band. He enjoyed travelling, within Western Australia and 
beyond. After visiting the eastern states in 1947, he wrote to Thomas Cook, 
travel agents, enquiring about big-game hunting in India or South Africa. 
They replied with details. However, he did not follow up the response, 
choosing to buy Lot 202 instead — at little more than the trip would have 
cost! 

Malcolm, known as ‘Mac’ to his family, was born in Australia on 29 July 
1928. He also left school at the age of fourteen. He records: ‘I worked on 
a couple of orchards in the Dwellingup district and later for a time falling 
[cutting timber] for the Chadoora Mill. On this job I was struck by a limb 
from a tree I was falling and finished up in hospital in Dwellingup for a 
couple of weeks.’ 

Unlike John, Malcolm was quiet and preferred his own company. He had 
an artistic nature, enjoying sketching, painting and sculpturing birds and 
animals from wood, although none of his creations has survived. He liked 
fishing. He rarely left the property, except to pick up other paid work on 
neighbouring properties or mills. 

Initially, the brothers intended to farm dairy cattle. However, apart from 
a small area where the house now stands, the land was not cleared, and had 

JOHN & MALCOLM DOUGLAS

LEFT: JOHN. 

BELOW: JOHN AND MALCOLM IN LATER 
LIFE.

(Photos courtesy of Gordon and Emma 
Douglas.)
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VIEW FROM LOT 202 TOWARDS THE BRIDGE. 

(Photo courtesy of Gordon and Emma Douglas.)

THE DAIRY BUILT BY THE DOUGLAS BROTHERS
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JOHN DOUGLAS’ RECORD OF EXPENSES. 

(Courtesy of Gordon and Emma Douglas.)
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CLEARING THE LAND. 

(Photos courtesy of Gordon and Emma Douglas.)
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A CIRCULAR SAW WAS POWERED BY AN OLD TRUCK. 

JOHN & MALCOLM DOUGLAS
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ABOVE: MALCOLM (LEFT) WITH A BRANCH WHICH FELL ON HIM. 

THE RIVER IN FLOOD (PROBABLY 1955) LOOKING TOWARDS LOT 202.                                 
(IS THAT THE ROOF OF THE HUT SHINING THROUGH THE TREES?) 

(Photos courtesy of Gordon and Emma Douglas.)
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PHOTOS FROM THE DOUGLAS FAMILY ALBUM. 

(Photos courtesy of Gordon and Emma Douglas.)

JOHN & MALCOLM DOUGLAS
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(Source: The West Australian, 25 January 1961. Photo © West Australian Newspapers 
Limited.)
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no buildings, so they set about clearing and building a hut. After bulldozing 
an area, they cleared it by burning and cutting the timber. With the help of 
other family members, they used an old Chevrolet utility, with a belt attached 
to a jacked-up rear wheel, to drive a circular saw and cut the timber for 
construction. Gordon sat in the vehicle to ‘rev’ the engine when required. 

They built a hut, and planted a small orchard which continues to produce a 
variety of fruit to this day, despite a lack of attention. Using concrete blocks, 
they constructed a small dairy, which still stands to the left of the entrance 
to the property. They had fifteen or so cows, and they planted cattle feed. 

The brothers worked hard. The property did not earn enough to sustain 
them, so each had other work. Gordon reports that ‘They didn’t borrow a 
cent from the bank.’ 

In 1960 they extended their farming interests, taking on 1500 acres in a 
new farming area at Ongerup. They lived in a tent, dug a hole to get water 
and totally cleared the land themselves. They shared their time between 
Ongerup and the Murray properties. Life must have been busy. 

But at this point in the story, a villain appears! 
During the summer of 1961, a series of bush fires raged across the south–

west of the State. A tropical cyclone in the north, which later devastated 
Onslow, caused a series of thunderstorms. On 19 January, lightning strikes 
started several fires throughout the range and elsewhere in the south–west. 
About 20 kilometres from Dwellingup nine or ten fires began in the forests 
and were quickly out of control. For several days, fire-fighters struggled to 
contain them.  

On the 24th, as temperatures soared to 41 degrees and winds reached 60 
kilometres per hour, the fires spread rapidly. A massive blaze near Pinjarra 
claimed 123 homes, two service stations and three shops — but fortunately 
no lives. Several of the timber towns were evacuated to Dwellingup, the 
largest centre in the area. People gathered in the open space in the centre of 
town as the fire roared and buildings and vehicles exploded around them. 
It is best described by first-hand accounts. An eastern states newspaper 
reported the event this way:67 

THREE TOWNS IN WA RAZED: HUNDREDS HOMELESS 
AFTER BUSHFIRES

PERTH, Wednesday. Three towns in West Australia were almost wiped 
out by bushfires last night and today.

A bushfire on a three-mile front last night roared through the timber 
town of Dwellingup . . . 68 miles from Perth, and Holyoake, two 
miles away.
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THE DAMAGED BRIDGE WITH ONE SPAN BURNT OUT. 
Top: From the south side. (Photographer unknown.  Source: John Jackson.)

Bottom: Lot 202 is on the right of the bridge. The dairy is still standing; all other buildings 
destroyed.  (Source: The West Australian, 28 January 1961. Photo © West Australian 

Newspapers Limited.)
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The flames, fanned by hurricane-force winds, flared up again and 
swept through another timber town, Nanga Brook, 10 miles farther 
south. . . .

Throughout today firefighters continued their battle with the blaze 
which now stretches 10 miles from north to south and parallel with the 
Great Southern Highway.

At the once-thriving mill town of Dwellingup, hundreds of people 
are homeless and destitute in charred wreckage.

Destroyed in the fire were: A new £50,000 timber mill, forty houses 
and shops, the police station, the Catholic Church, the 17-bed hospital, 
the Forestry Commission offices and three garages, at least 30 cars.

The State Hotel and an adjoining building were the only buildings to 
survive the blaze. They were the only brick buildings.

Men in vehicles which arrived in the town early this morning found 
it a desolate ruin.

More than 200 men, women and children were huddled in an open 
clearing in front of the hotel.

More than 20 men unaccounted for yesterday, staggered in or sent 
radio messages that they were safe.

At Holyoake, two miles from Dwellingup, about 15 homes were 
destroyed. Only two are left standing in the township.

In Dwellingup early today, red-eyed, blackened and utterly weary 
people told of the worst night of terror in WA history as the three-
miles-wide inferno roared into the town.

In the blaze that followed, they said the town ‘simply exploded’ as the 
fire engulfed the whole area of the township.

People fled for their lives, leaving everything behind them as the 
hurricane-force winds turned the town into an inferno.

Some people had miraculous escapes and the fact that there were no 
fatalities has amazed residents.

People sheltering in the Post Office watched terrified as a petrol 
station across the street exploded and flames engulfed adjoining houses.

Eighteen men trapped in the inferno at the Forestry mill escaped 
death by lying face down on the ground and taking turns spraying each 
other with water.

At another point, more than 30 women and children were lined up 
alongside a water truck which sprayed them constantly as the women’s 
dresses caught fire. All escaped injury.

Another party of about 30 women and children huddled in a drain 
and covered themselves with wet bags as the fire raced over them.

Women and children were trapped in the ring of bushfires and 300 
firefighters, who were on the outside, could not get to them until 4 a.m.
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AFTER THE FIRE: DWELLINGUP. 

(Source: The West Australian. Photo © West Australian Newspapers Limited.)

AFTER THE FIRE: NANGA BROOK.

(Photographer unknown. Source: John Jackson.)
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A follow up report described the devastation:

In patches of up to 100 acres, trees appeared as thousands of spent 
matches pointing to the sky. . . .

Dwellingup looked as if it had been bombed. 
Piles of rubble showed where houses had once stood. The illusion of 

an aerial attack was strengthened by the fire’s haphazard destruction of 
property. . . .

Three miles south–east [of Dwellingup], a bridge across the Murray 
River was still on fire. One of its four sections had collapsed into the 
river and the fire was gradually burning out the middle section.68 

The fires totally destroyed the small mill towns of Nanga Brook, Marrinup 
and Holyoake, which were never rebuilt. 

John and Malcolm Douglas were directly in the path of the fire. Some years 
later, they recalled their experience: 

‘There were five vehicles came down over the hill heading for Nanga 
Brook and … the third one eased up — they could see we had a light 
going, a storm lantern — and he yelled out: ‘She’s coming through, 
boys!’ . . . I said to Malcolm, I said, ‘I think the best thing we can do 
is try and break through [to] Waroona and come back behind the fire.’ 
I said, ‘All we’ll be doing tomorrow is recognising the charred bodies.’ 
. . . There was no way, at that time, that I ever thought there would be 
survivors.

We were coming up through there, and all of a sudden — you had 
smoke all over you and all that sort of thing — and this huge fiery ball 
bearing down — mind you, the main body of fire hadn’t hit us when we 
left the farm . . . and Malcolm said. ‘Is that stars I can see?’ because we 
thought that the wind had changed and carried the smoke back — and 
if stars, perhaps we could go back in. Before I could even see what he 
thought were stars, he said, ‘No! That’s sparks!’ And … it was lighting 
up all around us — as we were driving out up through the forest cutting 
across to get to the Waroona road . . . it would only have been a mile 
or two from where we’d left from . . . And, as it hit, it would be just 
like a bomb — you would just see a spark, and straight away, have a 
chain [of fire] around it. It was just throwing over!’ 

The Douglas brothers eventually got safely to Waroona, though their farm 
was destroyed, but they could not get back in to Dwellingup until the next 
day — whereupon, to their utter amazement, not only did they find that their 
other family members were safe, but there had been no fatalities at all! It was 
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later agreed that the fire went the six and a half miles from Dwellingup to 
Nanga Brook well within fifteen minutes.69

When talking to the family after the fire, John recalled that, as the fire 
approached at great speed, they had time to grab only a case, which contained 
their financial records and their suits, the lantern — and an alarm clock! 
John claimed that he looked around the hut for the last time for something 
to grab, and chose an alarm clock, for reasons he was unable to explain. The 
fire completely destroyed their timber hut, and for a time they lived in their 
little dairy, which had survived the fire.

As a result of a Government investigation following the fire, more 
resources were given to the local Bush Fire Boards; the Forests Department 
improved its equipment, radio communications and weather forecasting; 
and prescribed burning was reintroduced: that is, low intensity and carefully 
controlled fires were used to clear the undergrowth and forest litter from the 
forest floors — much as the Indigenous people had done traditionally. 

The fire remains a pivotal point in the history of Dwellingup and Western 
Australia. As John Douglas explains:

As a matter of fact, I think in the minds of most people, even today, we 
use it as a line of demarcation — inasmuch that it was either before the 
fire or after the fire. . . . It is the same with the war . . . we talk about 
before the war and after the war.70

The Forests Department made a land trade with John and Malcolm. They 
took over some of the land at the ‘top’ of the block to plant pine trees. In 
exchange they gave the boys some land north of the ‘elbow’. This shows in 
the rates book as an additional 21 acres to the 145 acres. 

But for the Douglas brothers, the fire had been traumatic. Less than a year 
later, they sold the property and moved to the Ongerup farm. They sold out 
of Ongerup in 1984 and returned to the Murray district. 

Neither of them married. John died on 2 November 2006, aged 83 and 
Malcolm on 27 May 2010, aged 81. They are buried in adjacent plots in the 
Dwellingup cemetery. 

John scans his own life this way: 

By Christmas 1950 my brother Malcolm and I bought about 300 acres 
of land between us and commenced clearing it, at the same time still 
working at our jobs. By the beginning of 1950, I started work at Holyoake 
timber mill where I remained for the next two years. This was followed 
by working for a logging contractor carting logs into Chadoora Mill for 
another couple of years and then working for Chadoora Mill again for 
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a further six years. By this time Malcolm and I had taken up another 
1500 acres of virgin land at Ongerup and had commenced clearing 
that land. I started work with the Forests Department in Dwellingup 
at the end of 1960 and on January 24th 1961 we were burnt out on our 
Dwellingup property together with scores of others in what was to 
become known as the Dwellingup fire. About two years later we sold 
our Dwellingup property and in 1970 I left the Forests Department and 
started work as a bulldozing contractor. During November 1971 I was 
able to give up outside work and went down to Malcolm and carried on 
farming on our Ongerup property until we sold it on 1st February 1984 
and returned to Waroona where we are three years later.71 

The fire had changed the area for ever. It remains dominant in the 
memories of those who lived through it. But it brought to Lot 202 a different 
type of settler — a family.

 

JOHN & MALCOLM DOUGLAS
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A LAND TRADE ADDED LAND NORTH OF LOT 631 TO LOT 202, AND MADE NANGA 

ROAD THE BOUNDARY OF LOT 202. 

(Source: State Records Offi ce of WA, Consignment No. 5691, Series 4268, Item 380C/20 
Sheet 2, Tally No. 505428, 3 August 1923 to 30 January 1976.)
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11
1961–67

MALCOLM & EDITH SMITH

FAMILIES COME

Until now, Lot 202 and the neighbouring land had been a place of work. 
In the 1960s it also became a place of play. 

In December 1961, less than a year after the fi re, Malcolm Harold Smith 
and Edith Violet Smith purchased Lot 202, which included 21 acres north of 
the road (now known as Nanga Road), which the Douglas brothers had been 
granted. (Landgate records show Location 202 was sold on 14 January 1966, 
(Title 1307/495), but this is incorrect.) 

There is social change at work here, too, with Edith recorded as co-owner 
of the property with her husband. In earlier days (Robins, Munday, Cooper) 
only the husband’s name appeared on contracts. It was unusual that Ellen 
Clark, though married, was recorded as owner of Lot 202. 

Malcolm was born on 7 July 1913 and Edith Holland was born on 17 
December 1909. They married in St John’s Church in Fremantle on 18 March 
1943 — although their children say that there was always some contention 
about the date. Malcolm ran a fi tting-and-turning business in Roe Street, 
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THE SMITHS BUILT A HOUSE AND TOILET.

(Photos courtesy of the Smith family.) 
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Perth, but had always wanted a farm. The whole family supported the 
decision to purchase Lot 202, as daughters Jill and Megan explain: 

He had wanted a farm for a long time, so every weekend we went 
looking at farms. I don’t know where he came across this property, but 
he took us down to have a look at it. As we came around the corner, the 
land and the curve of the river lay before us, and we all said, ‘We have 
to have it!’

It was to be what we now call a ‘hobby farm’, to be enjoyed at weekends 
and vacations. 

The girls were aged 17 and 11. They would travel to Nanga on a Friday 
night or Saturday morning and return on Monday morning, taking with them 
a twenty-eight parrot and a chubby, blue heeler cross dog named Touser. 
Megan was studying pharmacy. Jill, who was still at school, recalls: 

I went to school at St Hilda’s. I would come back on Mondays, but Dad 
was quite tardy. He would drive me up to the front of the school in 
his battered old utility from the farm, and I was always late. He would 
never write me a note or anything; I’d just have to go in and explain.

THE VIEW FROM THE ELBOW.
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Malcolm set up three 
paddocks, and the remnants of 
the fences remain to this day. 
On the bottom paddock, he 
planted lucerne. Megan recalls 
that initially he didn’t have a 
tractor, so he laid out lengths of 
string, so that he could plant the 
lucerne in neat rows, much to the 
amusement of the locals. In the 
top paddock, he ran horses and 
Aberdeen Angus cattle, because 
he believed that beef would be a 
sound investment. However, the 
farm did not make money. The 
stock markets were located in 
Subiaco, where Malcolm would 
go to buy horses and cattle, but 
his decisions were made with 

the heart, rather than the wallet. 
Jill explains: ‘Dad didn’t know 
anything about cattle and horses. 
People used to go there and they 
would get their kids to cry because 
they were going to lose their horse 
and it would be destroyed and my 
Dad would fall for it every time. 
We had this motley crew of horses 
. . . half-broken . . . old.’ 

There was competition from 
animals such as the huge and 
prolific ants, feral cats and pigs, 
rabbits and kangaroos. And 
there were plants on the property 
which were harmful to stock 
and caused irritation to humans. 
Some, which are declared pests by 
the Department of Agriculture, 
take over productive pasture, and 

TOP: EDITH AND MALCOLM. (MALCOLM 
IS RIDING ONE OF THE ‘DUD’ HORSES, 
SUFFICIENTLY TAMED TO LET HIM RIDE 

HER!) 

ABOVE: MEGAN AND JILL ON DOLLY AND 
SHAH.  
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other plants are so aggressive that they are almost impenetrable and prevent 
access to the land. In addition to heartleaf and others identified earlier, they 
include the wild blackberry (Solanum nigrum), arum lily (Zantedeschia aethiopica), 
Paterson’s curse (Echium plantagineum) and bracken fern (Pteridium esculentum).72 

These plants are still a problem on the site. 
Initially, the family lived in the little dairy, which they knew as the ‘cream 

shed’. Their camp stretchers filled the floor space, so sometimes the girls slept 
outside to avoid the crowding. The dairy was also the kitchen. Then Malcolm 
built the house, which remains to 
this day. The metal frame was 
formed in his own foundry and 
the building was lined with wood 
from a giant packing case which 
had protected a machine which 
came from England. Employees, 
and local young men, came 
on the weekends to assist with 
construction. Malcolm also built 
a shed on the right hand side of 
the track about half-way down, 
where tall trees now stand, but 
it has since been demolished. 
He also built the gate, which it 
is believed is still secured by the 
original chain! 

Because Malcolm employed 
people from the town and 
provided some equipment for the 
mill, he was well known, so that 
for years, even after they left, the 
property was known as ‘Smith’s’. 
The girls recall the visitors:

They had a lot of fun blowing 
up trees, while Mum cooked 
wonderful morning teas. I 
remember that there was a 
group of young guys who 
probably heard that there were 
two girls on this property, 

TOP: THE IRRIGATED LUCERNE PADDOCK 
IN FRONT OF THE HOUSE.

ABOVE: MALCOLM WITH SOME OF THE 

WEEKEND WORKERS 

(Photos on both pages courtesy of the Smith 
family.)
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and they came round the bend and through the gate and drove down 
almost to the house and then their car caught on fire. That was their 
introduction. They would come out every weekend. It was a real social 
time there, with Dad’s workers coming out, people coming out from 
Dwellingup and even people coming down from Perth to stay.

A huge pump was installed to pump water for the lucerne. They had a 
generator for electricity, but the family did not like the noise, so they preferred 
to use a lamp. The girls recall the toilet: 

It was on the right-hand side before you go through the main gate to the 
house. It was a wooden structure, with a can under a wooden seat.  And 
oh, the smell of creosote! I still can’t stand that smell!

They went to church on Sundays, but the service rotated through various 
local towns, and because they were only in Nanga on weekends, they were 
never quite sure where it was being held. 

The girls have memories of a happy and idyllic lifestyle. They swam, caught 
marron and rabbits, rode horses, and went to dances in the local (Dwellingup) 
hall. They played and swam in the pool by the house. They recall: 

We had a canoe which we succeeded in sinking. It was used as a 
swimming hole by quite a lot of people. We were told that someone had 
actually drowned there and they never found the body, because it was 
very deep. Whether this was the locals trying to frighten us, we decided 
we wouldn’t dive for the canoe.

FACING PAGE FROM TOP: 

VIEW OF THE FARM. 

SISTERS JILL AND MEGAN.

THE SMITH SHED.

RIGHT: MALCOLM SMITH

(Photos courtesy of the Smith family. 

Photo of the shed courtesy of the Oliver 
family.)

MALCOLM & EDITH SMITH
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 They admit to being restrained in their adventures, so they did not explore 
the rapids upstream or downstream. But there were moments of excitement, 
as Megan recalls: 

One cow died from eating heartleaf and fell into the river, and Dad 
had to retrieve it. Mr Morgan’s cows grazed on our property. During a 
storm, lightning struck a tree which fell and broke the fence, and all the 
cattle got out of the paddock. One cow returned to the paddock two or 
three months later, quite wild. We had to try and catch it. It was like a 
bullfight. It would go for you. It was scary. 

Unfortunately, Malcolm Smith died of heart failure on 30 December 1966, 
at the age of just 54. He had worked very hard in his own business and on 
the farm, but did not realise he had a weak heart. He regularly complained 
of debilitating cramps, which the family later realised were probably minor 
heart attacks. ‘So,’ the girls recall, ‘it was a short period of time, but it was a 
happy time . . . a blissful time.’ It had been a very special place and Edith 
could not bear to visit it after Malcolm’s death. So the property was sold. 
Edith died in June 1999, aged 89.

Megan and Jill were asked what they wished for St Stephen’s students. Jill 
said: 

I hope they have as much fun as we had. It was a lovely place. I 
think my Dad would have loved the idea of a school owning it. He 
would have been thrilled to bits. When you phoned and told us, we felt 
it was so right! It was a very significant day all round, because it was the 
day we gave the contract of sale for Dad’s business to the new owner, 
so to hear that St Stephen’s was buying the property and you were 
interested to know a little bit about the history, that was very touching. 
. . . It was such lovely timing.’ 

When she heard that the property was for sale, she revisited the block: 

To me, it was like a time warp between the time when we’d had it and 
this day. The cream shed being there still, with the door just half open. 
The house was there. The Olivers planted a few trees and built a shed 
there, but otherwise it was totally the same.

Megan retains very happy memories of the block:

Just to be able to run down from the house and jump in the river was 
extraordinary — for us it was magic. Because our Dad worked so hard 
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it was also a time we accessed our Dad . . .  so for us, in a way it was a 
bit spiritual. . . .  As the world gets busier and busier, little pockets of 
paradise like that will be hard to hang on to.  . . .  It’s always been a 
very emotional thing for me. I never wanted to sell it, ever.  . . .  It was 
really a magic place.

It proved to be a magic place for another family, too.
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THE BLOCK CHANGES WITH THE SEASONS.

(Photos courtesy of the Oliver family.)
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12
1967–2014

ROBERT & RUTH OLIVER

THE WORK AND FUN CONTINUE

Where the Smith girls had roamed, the Oliver boys now ventured. 
Robert Bridger Oliver and Ruth Helen Oliver purchased the property 

on 28 August 1967 (Transfer 70496/1967, Title 1405/270 (dated 1975) and 
1307/495 (dated 1966)). Both Robert (‘Bob’) and Helen had been raised on 
farms. Bob was a woolbroker, who travelled the south–west. They had two 
sons, Robert and David, and later, another son, John, and a daughter Helen. 
Like the Smiths, the family lived in Perth and worked the farm on weekends 
and vacations. The family saw it as a working farm, and they purchased the 
plant along with the land. The contract specifi es that the sale included:

Portion of Murray Location 202 and being the whole of the land 
comprised in certifi cate of Title Volume 1307 Folio 495 containing an 
area of 144 acres 2 roods or thereabouts.
Portion of Murray Location 631 and being the whole of the land 
comprised in Certifi cate of Title Volume 1232 Folio 219 containing an 
area of 21 acres 16 perches or thereabouts. 



A PLACE NEAR WATER118

THE OLIVER CHILDREN THEN AND NOW. BELOW: ROBERT, DAVE, JOHN, HELEN. 

(Photos courtesy of the Oliver family.) 
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Fixed improvements:
Hay shed
Fencing
Married couple’s quarters

Plant:
1 35 HP Ford industrial engine 
coupled to centre pump 3 inch 
through 4 inch main with hoist for 
shifting engine in fl ooding line.
New Holland baler No. 69
Port super spreader 3 pt linkage
Massey Ferguson side delivery rake
Ferguson tractor C/P 20 petrol
Massey Ferguson post-hole digger
10 ft tiller
Massey Ferguson ‘35’ diesel tractor
Port multi-grader
David Brown 2-disc plough
Page rotary slasher
Denning mower 3 pt.
Massey Ferguson disc harrows
Sundry plant
Irrigation plant
Seed roller

Hay: Approximately 600 bales.

Some of the machinery and irrigation pipes are still lying around the 
property. 

Bob was entrepreneurial and astute in his acquisition of land. He bought 
several properties in the area, including the blocks now owned by Trinity 
College (to the east) and Scotch College (to the west), the Nanga Bush Camp 
and a property adjacent to it. At one time they owned 800 acres, in addition 
to another property near Collie. 

They grazed cattle and bred horses and Welsh mountain ponies on the 
property. Bob spent a lot of time on the tractor, turning the soil over, and 
planting Sudax, a cattle feed popular in the 1960s. He installed a new pump, 
which fed water to long, metal irrigation pipes used to water the crop. It was 
the boys’ responsibility to move the pipes. 

The house had been built by the Smiths, but the current shed was 
constructed by the Olivers. They also added the current toilet/shower block, 
which allowed them to avoid the long walk to the toilet during the night. 

ROBERT & RUTH OLIVER

RUTH OLIVER



A PLACE NEAR WATER120

THE OLIVERS BUILT A SHED AND A TOILET AND SHOWER BLOCK.
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David recalls that the cream shed had a wood stove in it: ‘We romanticised 
that it was the home of the first settler.’

There were cattle yards at the sharp right-hand turn. The remnant of the 
fences can still be seen. The stockyards were well used. Often there would 
be big trailers backed up to the yards. Bob Oliver would bring sheep to the 
property to fatten them up. 

The family had a truck, a late 1940s Bedford, which still sits near the cattle 
yards. David recalls: ‘It has Rodojo Springs on the door, which represents the 
initials of we three boys: Robert Oliver, Dave Oliver, John Oliver. We were 
using that truck. We were driving that truck. One day it just stopped going, 
and Dad parked it there, and it’s been there ever since. Forty years I think it’s 
been there.’ The Sunshine seeder and other pieces of machinery in the yard 
were also used by them. 

David recalls: ‘I have many memories of Mum taking us all down there 
in her HR Holden station wagon, piled to the brim with food, blankets, 
bedding . . . We’d all go down there for the school holidays and just live 
there. We would not have a shower for six weeks. We just swam in the river 
every day.’

Ruth explains: ‘When we first went there, my only stove was a kerosene 
heater, so I had to cook all the meals on that. I had two children then and 
they were very young, so I had to watch them all the time. But I loved it. We 
used to go up there every weekend.’ She adds: ‘I never went swimming in the 
river, because a calf from another property had died just near where the river 
passed our place.’ 

Like the Smiths, the family recalls the wildlife: kangaroos, emus, feral pigs, 
bats, ants, snakes. Ruth remembers an incident with a snake: 

Probably the most exciting thing that happened to me was when the 
children were young and Bob had to go off somewhere for the day 
and I was left with the three children and the shotgun. We were just 
walking past the doorway to the shower block and a snake came out 
from underneath. So I put them all behind me and said, “Don’t move!’ 
The snake obligingly stayed still and I shot it.

 They caution that the bats may be a bit disconcerting to people staying 
there for the first time, but that other animals don’t come close — except 
snakes in October. They caught perch and marron in the river, and rabbits on 
the land. David recounts: ‘We had to be careful eating rabbits because Dad 
would shoot them with a shotgun, so every now and then we’d get a pellet.’ 

When it was hot, they would sleep outside or in tents. Drinking water was 

ROBERT & RUTH OLIVER
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ABOVE: THE BOYS WITH RABBITS, AND 
CAMPING IN TENTS.

BELOW: SOME OF THE CATTLE.

(Photos courtesy of the Oliver family.)

collected in a rainwater tank from 
the house. But, as David recalls, 
‘there would be frogs in it, mice, 
dead birds — yet we never got sick’. 
He remembers many adventures. 
On the opposite bank is the mine 
shaft dug into the hillside by Tom 
Hughes. According to David, it goes 
back about twenty metres. Although 
the entrance was caved in a little, he 
recalls: ‘We used to go and explore 
it, and imagine all sorts of pirate 
treasure in the back.’ There were 
other dangers for adventurous boys, 
as he recounts:

I remember my younger brother 
being taken to Mandurah 
hospital with a cut foot. We 
never had shoes. We just ran 
around in bare feet. I remember 
chasing horses around on that 
fl at area and stopping . . . and 
I looked down and there was a 
dugite, perhaps 5 or 6 feet long 
— he seemed pretty big at the 
time — and he could stick his 
tongue out and lick my foot, he 
was that close. I just froze and 
he just wandered away. 

He also comments that the river 
featured strongly in their lives: ‘The 
river was our life, because it was 
the water source for the animals; it 
irrigated the fl at land; we swam in it 
every day; it brought poison down; 
we had to watch the cows lest they 
got bogged.’ The boys camped along 
the river and had ropes from trees 
swinging out into the water. A very 
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early map of Lot 202 indicates two streams on the property, one flowing 
south along the western boundary and the other from east to west across the 
block. Neither stream flows as it used to, but, according to the Olivers, the 
boundary stream still runs in winter. 

People would poach the marron, sometimes out of season, bringing a 
canoe or rowboat down the river. On one occasion, Bob hid in the house, 
and when he heard people on the river, he crept out with a shotgun and 
caught them in the act of stealing marron. ‘The poachers high-tailed it out 
of there as quick as … . You can imagine! Seeing Dad with a shotgun!’ Ruth 
recalls: ‘In the marron season, Bob had this bright idea. Since he caught 
quite a few marron before the season, he made a wire-netting cage the night 
before, and he thought he would get them all the next morning. When he 
went to get them, they were gone. Someone had stolen them.’ 

Two oak trees planted near the house have an interesting history. In 
1936, Matron Walsh of King Edward Memorial Hospital travelled to the 
UK. From Windsor Great Park, behind Windsor Castle, she collected some 
acorns which she brought back with her and planted in the grounds of the 
new hospital. In later years, a consulting doctor at the hospital, Victor White, 
brought home two of the acorns from that tree. His son Stephen, then about 
12, grew them in pots. The White family regularly holidayed on the Oliver’s 

THE OAK TREES

ROBERT & RUTH OLIVER
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THE FUN USUALLY CENTRED ON THE RIVER, INCLUDING IN MORE RECENT TIMES. 

(Photos courtesy of the Oliver family.) 
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ABOVE: JOHN OLIVER ON THE TRACTOR AS A CHILD, AND THEN WITH HIS OWN 
CHILDREN. 

(Photos courtesy of the oliver family.)

ABOVE: SOME OF THE MACHINERY STILL LYING AROUND THE PROPERTY.

ROBERT & RUTH OLIVER
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TOP OF PAGE: 

THE REMAINS OF THE STOCK YARDS AS 
THEY ARE TODAY, SURROUNDED BY 

BRACKEN. 

CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE: HEARTLEAF. 

Photo: D J Rooks, Image used with the 
permission of the Western Australian 
Herbarium, Department of Parks and 

Wildlife, Florabase, http://fl orabase.dpaw.
wa.gov.au/browse/profi le/3891. Accessed 

31 March 2015.) 

PATERSON’S CURSE. 

(Photo: J Dodd & R Knox, Image used with 
the permission of the Western Australian 

Herbarium, Department of Parks and 
Wildlife, Florabase, http://fl orabase.dpaw.
wa.gov.au/browse/profi le/6681. Accessed 

31 March 2015.)

ARUM LILY.

BLACKBERRY.
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property, and on one of those occasions, around about 1980, planted the two 
oak seedlings, then about ten centimetres tall. They shielded them from the 
rabbits with fencing, but sheep later broke the fence and chewed one of the 
saplings, which, as a result, grew like a bonsai! As the trees grew, the children 
enjoyed climbing them. Rhoda White recalls how they loved to spend time at 
the property each year. In those days, she notes, it was very primitive. There 
was no electricity, no beds, no modern conveniences nor home comforts. Yet 
they loved their times there. 

In the 1970s, during the Olivers’ time, another pivotal event took place in 
the area when Alcoa began mining bauxite (aluminium ore) near Dwellingup 
at the Huntly mine. Because it is an open cut mine, which clears all the 
vegetation from the area, Alcoa faced a great deal of opposition from people 
concerned about the effect the mining would have on the forest. Locally, it 
was understood that the company bought some farms in the area from people 
who were dismayed at what was taking place. However, Dave comments  that 
Alcoa has been good for Dwellingup, doing a lot for the area, including 
the rehabilitation of the forest. Alcoa has allayed people’s concerns about 
their impact on the environment by conducting extensive research into the 
plants in the area, collecting seeds, growing plants in their own nurseries 
and completely rehabilitating each area when the bauxite had been removed. 
Currently, Alcoa is mining at Orion, just 1.5 kilometres to the south–west of 
Lot 202. The occasional sound of blasting during the day and machinery at 
night will remind people on Lot 202 that Alcoa is working in the area. 

The threat of fire, which had devastated the area in 1961, is ever present. 
On 4 February 2007, residents of Dwellingup were evacuated as fires tore 
through the area. Although Dwellingup was saved, the fire destroyed 12,000 
hectares of forest and farmland and sixteen homes. Unlike the 1961 fire, this 
one was caused by an arsonist.

Bob Oliver died on 17 February 1988, aged 61, although, like Malcolm 
Smith, he had been unwell with heart problems for some years before 
that. The property was transferred into Ruth’s name (Transfer E665776, 
dated 30.07.1991). Over time, the properties owned by Bob and Ruth were 
gradually disposed of, with Lot 202 the last to go, when it was purchased by 
St Stephen’s School on 23 June 2014 (Transfer M679006, Title 1405/272).

The family has fond memories of their time on the farm. David recalls: 

We have lots of memories of working really hard, but they were always 
tempered with lots of fun. It gave us a strong sense of self-reliance.

We were very lucky at Dwellingup because we had the farm, the 
outdoor life, the country life, the river and we regard ourselves as very 

ROBERT & RUTH OLIVER



A PLACE NEAR WATER128

lucky, even though it was very hard work for us as youngsters. But it 
was a lot of fun also. We made our own fun. Dad was a woolbuyer. So 
he would give us a list of chores and he would go off buying wool, but 
as soon as he left we’d be down at the river. When Dad owned property 
both sides of the bridge, I can still remember driving cattle over the 
bridge, and hoping no car would come. It was pretty relaxed in those 
days. 

Ruth expresses a similar sentiment: ‘It was hard work but I loved it, because 
I was brought up on a farm. We were only there for short times — weekends 
and holidays.’ 

‘The property has meant a lot to Mum and Dad, Mum in particular,’ David 
adds. ‘I remember that after Dad died Mum had nothing to do, but she still 
had the properties. So she was breeding Angus cows at Nanga. She had a 
bull and fourteen or so cows, and she’d be down there managing these cows 
on the property in her late sixties. She then began letting out the property 
to holiday-makers.’ The family, including now a generation of grandchildren, 
have used it regularly in recent years. John and his wife, Wendy, provided 
photos of their family enjoying the property.

The Forest Department had planted seedlings across the road from the 
property. The family recall that Bob stole two of them, and they stood in 
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their pots for years. After he died, Ruth planted the two saplings by the river, 
where they have now grown into huge trees. Because of the happy memories 
associated with the property, she scattered his ashes on the hill.

She also honoured his memory with a novel donation. David explains: 
After Dad died, Mum donated $1000 to the Dwellingup Fire Brigade, 
because Dad, bless him, being a farmer, was a natural fire-starter, and 
he would see a pile of brush to burn and he just couldn’t resist it. He 
would pull out the match and  . . .  We all remember, in our childhood, 
running from many fires that Dad would light, and many a time the 
Dwellingup Fire Brigade would have to come out to our property and 
put out a fire that Dad had lit. So Mum donated $1000 to them after 
Dad died in memory of all those times.

When asked what they hoped for the property, Ruth said: ‘I hope that the 
school love it, and I’m sure they will; that they get as much pleasure out of it 
as I have.’ David said: ‘I always had a hope that it would be a community; that 
was always my hope for the property. I remember Dad saying that he would 
love to set up a zoo there. He never got close to that. Maybe that was just a 
pipe dream. But I’ve always thought it would be nice that the property would 
be used in a community way. That’s always been my dream.’

So the story of the land is up to date. But there is a related story to briefly 
mention. It is the story of the bridge. 

ROBERT & RUTH OLIVER
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13
1900–2014

THE BRIDGE

THE LINK BETWEEN DWELLINGUP AND NANGA

The bridge across the Murray caused much discussion and stress over the 
years, for residents and for the people responsible for it. 

In 1908, the Nanga Mill and town were opened. The nearest railway 
line and large town were at Yarloop, some 25 miles away. But in 1912, the 
Government railway was completed from Pinjarra to Dwellingup, only 7 miles 
from Nanga. The residents there, and along the Nanga road, wanted access 
to Dwellingup. Some of the men would travel from Nanga to Dwellingup 
on a hand cart along the mill railway line, but this was dangerous. A letter to 
the newspaper explained the situation:

Sir, I wish to bring under the notice of the Government and the public 
the isolation and inconvenience we suffer under at this centre [Nanga] 
in not having direct access by road to a Government railway. For the 
last three years we have been asking for a grant for this road. We have 
to rely on the enterprise of a local settler, Mr. J Dunn [to provide an] 
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ABOVE: THE BRIDGE IN 2014.

THE BRIDGE APPROACH IN 2009. (

Photo: Main Roads Western Australia.) 
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THE MAKESHIFT BRIDGE BEFORE 1920 (ABOVE) AND DURING CONSTRUCTION, 
AROUND 1920 (BELOW).

(Photographer unknown. Source: John Jackson.)

THE BRIDGE
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ABOVE: THE BRIDGE DAMAGED BY FLOOD WATER IN 1955.

BELOW: THE BRIDGE DAMAGED BY FIRE IN 1961.

(Photos: David Moore. Source: R Richards, Murray and Mandurah: a sequel history of the    
old Murray district of Western Australia, 1993, p.626.)
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outlet to the Marradong road, but this track is now closed to the public, 
which makes our position very acute, as we have to travel to Yarloop, a 
distance of 25 miles, whereas it is only eight miles to the Government 
line at Dwellingup by road. What we require is that the Government 
should take over the road and put the bridge over the Murray River into 
proper repair. As a feeder for the Dwellingup railway there is no better 
road proposition in the State. The wages sheet at this centre is over 
£2000 per month, and a great proportion of this money is spent at the 
township of Dwellingup, which is practically run by State enterprise, so 
that we believe we can promise the Government a fair return on their 
outlay. 73 

In March 1912, Mr Dunn asked the Murray Roads Board to construct a 
bridge across the river on the Dwellingup–Nanga road. The Government 
agreed that a road should be constructed, but suggested that a new road 
should be surveyed: 

Regarding Dunn’s road, between Dwellingup and Nanga Brook, the 
Department wrote that it was proposed to survey a road from the 15-
mile siding, through GE Thompson’s block to the northeast corner of 
Jackson’s block No. 12132 (Lot 631), with the idea of later on declaring 
the road through to the Murray River, and thence to Nanga townsite. 
Also it was not proposed to construct a new bridge at present, but this 
would be done later should the amount of traffic warrant the outlay.74 

During a visit to the area, the Minister for Works agreed that the bridge 
needed to be given immediate attention before an accident occurred. 
However, the Nanga road was really just a track, and not formally declared a 
road, and the bridge had been privately constructed, so that if the track was 
officially declared a road, then the bridge may have to be reconstructed.75 
This did not appear to be a problem for the residents, because the bridge and 
road were both in need of attention. 

But, in 1920, the residents were still seeking a bridge: ‘Representations 
are being made for the erection of a bridge over the Murray River, four 
miles from Dwellingup. The residents of Nanga Brook are cut off from their 
nearest railway centre as the swollen streams prevent transport by road.’76 

And accidents did occur. In 1921, the local doctor was injured while 
crossing the bridge. 

Holyoake News: A distressing accident occurred here on Thursday, 5th 
inst., the victim being our genial and popular medico, Dr Cameron. 
The doctor received a call to Nanga Brook, to help a woman who 

THE BRIDGE
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was seriously ill. On arrival there he found that the patient had been 
removed by trap to Yarloop. Mounting his horse, he set off on the 
return journey. All went well till he reached the bridge crossing the 
Murray River, about four miles from Holyoake. By this time it was dark, 
and the road was unfamiliar to the doctor. In attempting to cross the 
bridge, which was in a ruinous and dilapidated condition, his horse 
lost its footing. The doctor dismounted, the animal was frightened 
and kicked him over the bridge.  . . . The fall had caused a break to 
the femur of the leg.  . . . He was discovered by a kind man named 
Mitchell , who works on a nearby orchard. This farmer immediately 
went to Dwellingup for assistance. . . . The Secretary of the medical 

LOT 202 MARKED WITH A PINK BOUNDARY, AND NEIGHBOURING LOTS. THE GREEN 
LINE SHOWS THE LIMIT OF THE 1 IN 100 YEARS FLOOD. 

(Source: Water Corporation of WA.)



137

board did not hear of the accident till the following morning, when 
arrangements were immediately made to procure medical attention. Dr 
Joyce arrived from Pinjarra by train, and after getting there ordered the 
doctor’s removal to Perth.

The accident leaves this district in a bad position as regards medical 
assistance. Dr Joyce himself has suffered a serious accident, while he 
was relieving the doctor at Yarloop.77 

Perhaps that was the reason why, late in 1921, tenders were called to construct 
the ‘Nanga Bridge and approaches over the Murray River’.78 However, the 
bridge must have been poorly constructed, because in 1923, the roads board 
was asking the Department of Works to help pay for repairs, ‘pointing out the 
state of the bridge due to faulty construction’.79 The Government assisted, 
and also paid half the cost of the road from Dwellingup.

Unfortunately, in July 1926, there was a significant flood which rose more 
than a metre above the deck and caused serious damage to the bridge. So, in 
1927, the Main Roads Board, who were apparently now responsible for such 
roads, was asked to urgently repair the bridge,80 although the Murray Roads 
Board arranged to make temporary repairs, with full repairs to be done at a 
later date. It was also suggested that the bridge should be faced with cement 
to give it more strength. 

In 1930, there were further complaints about the condition of the bridge 
and again the Murray Roads Board sought help from the Government to pay 
for repairs. 

The road also needed attention, which was achieved with the voluntary 
help of local residents. ‘The bad road between Nanga Brook and Dwellingup 
is now receiving attention. At the request of Nanga Brook, the roads board 
sent up teams and men on August 10, and a working bee of Nanga Brook 
residents helped.’ 81

By 1932, further concerns were expressed that the bridge was in danger of 
collapsing: 

Mr Birmingham [a member of the roads board] drew attention to 
the dangerous state of the Nanga Brook road bridge, which he stated 
was on the point of collapsing owing to one of the wings giving away. 
He was of the opinion that an urgent inspection of the bridge should 
be made. He could not say which was the best way to deal with the 
situation. The job was certainly in his opinion too big for the board to 
tackle. He moved that a letter be written to the Department of Works 
and Labor advising them of the dangerous condition of the bridge, and 
requesting them to make an immediate inspection of same.82 

THE BRIDGE
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In 1939, a huge flood eclipsed the height of the flood of 1926, with a rainfall 
of 6 inches (150mm) in 48 hours approaching a new record. Most roads in 
the district were impassable, and the bridge was badly damaged. 

In July 1945, floods caused further damage to the bridge with a section 
washed away, but it was not until June 1947 that the Minister for Works 
agreed to spend £ 2600 on reconstructing the bridge.83 It was constructed in 
1948, and is still in use today. Built of timber, with a concrete overlay added 
in 1990, it is 55.1 metres long and 3.8 metres wide, but with just 3.3 metres 
between the kerbs. There are nine spans, two of which were destroyed in the 
1961 bushfire. The bridge is owned by the Shire of Murray, but is known by 
Main Roads WA as Bridge No. 3566.  
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13
2014

LEMON TREE

LOOKING BACKWARDS, LOOKING FORWARDS

Which brings us to the present. 
As you walk around Lot 202 

nowadays, you will see lemon trees, 
with full-bellied fruit hanging from 
the branches and littering the ground. 
Other fruit trees also thrive, despite 
the ground being overgrown with 
bracken and other ground cover. 

Blackberry thrives here, too, its 
unwelcoming foliage threatening any 
who try to get too close to the dairy, 
the truck or other interesting objects. 

Rainwater tanks, their paint fading 
through the rust, lie neglected behind 
the shed. 
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The following poem by Janet Gunn could well have been written about 
Lot 202: 

LEMON TREE: DWELLINGUP

Lemon tree abandoned in sunlit grassy glade. 
What tales have you to tell of the people gone?

Grass grown track, blackberries, tell of feet that pass no more.
Your fruits are left to ripen, fall, then rot

Upon the earthy fl oor.

No native bird or creature desires their non-sweet fl esh.
Here in quiet splendour you grow and grow unchecked.

Water tank lies rusting, on the ground-ward side.
Iron ribs of many things man has left behind, lie slowly

Blending back to earth, with gentle murmured sighs.

Was it failure of the bush to win their hearts
With dusty peace, that drove them from their little glen,

Further fortunes to seek?

Or rather ‘The Great Bushfi re’ that came in ’61,
And swept away both homes and jobs

That sent them moving on? 84

The past residents moved on for a variety of reasons, not all of which are 
clear. In time, all things move on. So we are now a part of Lot 202. What 
stories will we tell in the years to come? 

LEMON TREE



142

GLOSSARY

Archives: Old records which are now no longer current, but which are kept for 
historical purposes. 

Battye Library: The Alexander Library’s collection of historical and archival books, 
papers, documents, photos, interviews, records, etc. 

Landgate: The State Government office in Midland which records all land 
transactions and ownership.

Lease: Land which is rented (in this book, from the State Government, who 
initially claimed ownership of all land in WA). This book refers to land leased 
for keeping stock (pastoral lease), cutting timber (timber lease) and small-scale 
farming of vines or orchards (homestead lease). Land could also be leased for 
mining (mining lease), growing grain and keeping stock (agricultural lease), 
and perhaps for other purposes.

Measurements: Approximate comparisons.
 Acre: a measure of  area = 0.4 hectares. So 2.5 acres = 1 hectare.
 Rood: a measure of  area = 1000 square metres or 0.1 of  a hectare.
 Perch: a measure of  area = 25 square metres.
 Inch: a measure of  length = 2.5 centimetres.
 Foot: a measure of  length = 12 inches = 30 centimetres.
 Mile: a measure of  length = 1.6 kilometres.
 Ton: a measure of  weight = 1 tonne.
Money: Currency was measured in pounds, shillings and pence. £ 30-17-10 means 30 

pounds, 17 shillings and 10 pence. Also used is £ 30 17s, meaning 30 pounds 
and 17 shillings. 

State Records Office of  WA: The office which holds archived State records. Located 
next to the Alexander Library in James St, Perth.

Title (or Certificate of  Title): The official record of  land ownership. 
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