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  Publisher’s Note




  Please be aware, that when these letters and other accounts were written, language that is no longer acceptable now, was mainstream.




  It is included for accuracy and not for offense.




  Chapter 1




  The Spencer’s Brook postmistress 1929-1930.




  Inside the post office the young Spencer’s Brook post-mistress brushed her thin mousy hair from her eyes, took up her pen and dipped it in the inkwell. She wrote freely and her thoughts spilt onto the page. “I hope no-one minds me writing.” Just in case she got ready to cover her work if there was an interruption although it was not yet nine o’clock and the post office doors were closed. Light filtered from the windows onto her page and made patterns on the polished jarrah floor.




  Post Office
Spencer’s Brook
West Australia
23/5/1929




  Dear Esther




  Some time ago, a pen pal of mine gave me your name and address on request for a girlfriend in your country. So, I wonder if you would care to correspond with me. I am very fond of letter writing and have a large circle of pen friends in all parts of the world, but the majority are Australian ones.




  Well, the first letter is a very difficult one to write, but I will try and make it interesting and will tell you first about myself and work. I am almost nineteen, my birthday being July 5th and I am the Postmistress at the above place. I simply love the work, as it is so interesting & everyone around is so nice to me. My home is in Northam, a wheat belt town, six miles away from here & I come out daily to work & return at night. My father is a farmer, but we do not live on the farm but have an overseer or manager on it & and we live in town. We often go up and spend a week end in riding, shooting and collecting wildflowers.




  Nancy stopped here and thought about her description of her father’s occupation. “Why did I say that my father was a farmer. He isn’t really. He and Uncle Herbert run the motor garage in Northam.” Nancy tentatively reflected that perhaps she wanted her father to be a farmer rather than a motor dealer. She was marginally aware of divisions between townspeople and farmers in Northam and it was the latter group with whom she socialised at tennis parties and balls. Quickly though, she gave up thinking about this and continued an upbeat introduction.




  I am very keen on all sports and music and dancing. Music I simply worship and have studied it thoroughly. I also play the violin and the mouth organ I can pick up and play when I want to amuse myself, but my favourite is the piano. I also play a lot of jazz, but this I play only by ear. Dancing is another favourite past-time, and we have some very nice ones here on the average of two or three a week.




  My favourite sports are tennis and hockey, especially the former. A boyfriend & I have just been successful in winning the Olsen Cup for the mixed double handicap tournament & I am now playing in a lady’s singles for a cup. We are always going for tennis parties and have some lovely fun.




  Are you working Esther, or are you still at school? I do hope you do not mind me taking the liberty of using your Christian name, but I think it sounds much more friendly than formal “Miss”. Do write and tell me all about yourself and hobbies.




  I was away at college for several years & simply loved it. I was very sorry to leave. I think school days are the happiest of your life.




  I am going to a dance tonight, but I have to play for it, so that is not very exciting, I would far rather dance, but then I am going to a big ball on the 3rd June, and that will be a great success.




  This is a centenary year here in West Australia being just one hundred years since the state was founded, so there are great celebrations to be had. In September there is to be held a historical ball & every month some town has its celebrations. We are having sports, rowing carnivals, balls, tennis tournaments & heaps of other things so I will write and tell you all about it. There are heaps and heaps of things I would tell you Esther, but I have not the time now, but I will write a long letter next time and so hoping to receive you as a pen-pal.




  I will sign your Aussie pen-pal,




  Nancy E Withnell




  Nancy brushed her pages under the counter as people arrived to collect their mail. “Good morning Nancy, and how is your father.” Nancy responded to the local farmer’s polite enquiry in the same vein. The farmers that visited the post office could usually trace their family back to the white settlement of the Avon valley and although changes did occur, the names of the York, Northam, and Spencer’s Brook settler families were perpetuated. The families had worked hard to make a living in the region and now laid claim to it.




  The settlers claim to the land was set against the tenacious resistance to the invasion by the Ballardong Noongar. Extreme measures, including murder and illegal extrajudicial violence, were used to ‘tranquilize’ the Nation at the behest of Governor James Stirling. In 1837 the York district was identified by the settler’s Agricultural Society as being in a ‘state of war’. The killings of Ballardong Noongar usually occurred in ones and twos over weeks and months, often under the cover of darkness. These killings seldom attracted the attention of authorities in London to whom the Western Australian administrators were answerable.1




  The Spencer’s Brook post office was a central point for settlers to receive mail and share information about the weather, state of the crops, and the price of wool and wheat. Nancy was not part of these conversations and did not want to be. The position as post mistress at Spencer’s Brook had come easily, she was keen to work and expected that her father would be able to secure a position for her. She was bored after she left school which had been so much fun as she told Esther in her letter. The position simply filled in time between weekends, which were what Nancy focused on and being successful in getting a boyfriend.




  This thought led her to pull her letter from underneath her desk. Quickly she scanned it to check whether she had mentioned this secret wish about the boyfriend, but she hadn’t. She folded the letter carefully and put it in a pale blue envelope. On the back she drew a black cat for good luck and blotted it on the desk blotter. She sealed the letter with sealing wax and then looked for a stamp after consulting her record of the cost of postage to the United States.




  Nancy was about to make her way to the station to catch the train home to Northam. As she was closing up the post office there was a knocking at the side door. It startled Nancy as it had been a quiet day, and she had spent a lot of it trying to think of something to do. “What are you doing here Daddy” she exclaimed shocked. Her father rarely ventured to Spencer’s Brook. “Business calls” he replied, giving no further explanation. Nancy gathered her coat and bag and made her way with him to the Oldsmobile parked outside.




  Her father was quiet on the drive home to Northam as he usually was. Nancy gazed into the distance, through the gums at the side of the road to the paddocks. There was a tinge of green which was the wheat crop beginning to show after the rain. She also noticed men tramping along the side of the road, with swags on their backs, perhaps headed to Northam. She heard her father beside her draw in his breath and grunt in annoyance. “I hope they don’t think they’re going to get work in Northam.” Nancy was not really sure what he was referring to but thought it best to keep quiet as she sensed her father was upset.




  Although the great depression had commenced when Nancy wrote her first letter to Esther in 1929, she was untouched by it. She had grown up with the wheat and sheep properties around her depending on the weather, hard work, and a good price for grain and wool to prosper. She was used to the constant enquiries about the amount of rain farmers had and when they were going to harvest but had not experienced really tough times. She was only marginally aware that her buoyant social life was dependent on the farmers contributions for balls, parties, and sporting events. These were only forthcoming when seasons were good.




  While Nancy was oblivious to the onset of the great depression, her father Horace was not. Western Australia, perhaps more so than some of the other states, was in a vulnerable position economically, as it was dependent on the export prices of wheat and wool. Prices were depressed because of a lessening of demand internationally for Australia’s produce. The sight of unemployed men tramping in greater numbers on the roads around Northam unnerved Horace. He had noticed that his business friends were unable to take on employees and farmers were also affected. He and Herbert had to travel around the district and extend farmers loans they had taken out for their new motor vehicles. Already he had seen some customers cancel their orders and this was the reason for his journey to Spencer’s Brook.




  Horace was passing men on the road who wanted to work, and the farm that he and his brother had was sorely in need of labour. An overseer was all they could afford. He looked carefully at one younger man as he passed him. He was standing erect with a small swag almost on the road and the man tried to hail him down. Horace remained silent as he drove on glancing at Nancy beside him, but she was gazing out of the window, as the shadows of the gums that lined the road lengthened.




  Several months later Nancy arrived home from the post office in the evening and found that there were two letters on the hall table for her. They had American stamps, and Nancy was delighted that she had a response from the American girl Esther. Contact with a young woman the same age as herself in America fascinated Nancy and she wondered if they had anything in common.




  On a coolish morning in late summer in 1930, Nancy made a start on a letter. She found her pen and filled the inkwell. She checked; had she opened the doors? No, she hadn’t as in her head she had started the letter she would write and was not focused on the post office.




  Spencer’s Brook
West. Australia
March 11th ‘30




  Dear Esther




  I wish you to accept my very best thanks for your letters, snaps, and sweet little hankie. Well, the hankie – we do not have them here yet, but I was delighted, especially as it will serve a great purpose. In April I am going to make my “Debut” at the great Easter Ball and my mother has given me the most sweetest white evening dress, bodice white satin and skirt and uneven hem reaching my ankles at the back of a pretty white spotted net and it has a very pale pink flower on the shoulder and Daddy gave me a lovely pair of white satin court evening shoes and my Aunt a pale pink evening bag as I will wear a pale pink posy on my wrist. Do the girls over your way go through this ceremony. Most of the girls here whose people hold a high position, carry it out and I think it is very nice – don’t you?
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    The sweetest white dress, 1930


  




  When Nancy finished this sentence, it jarred a little with her. She had never really thought of the ‘debut’ as anything other than an opportunity to have a lovely evening dress and attend the ball. Was that all there was to it or was she wanting to be like her friends whose father’s held high positions. She was not sure her father held a high position although perhaps he did as he was the secretary of the Northam Race Club whatever that meant. Her father was often absent on evenings and weekends and her mother told her he was busy with “business”. This reflection about her family’s position somewhat unsettled her but she went on writing about inconsequential topics such as her latest holiday and her so called boyfriend.




  I thought the snaps you sent very nice Esther, and I feel as though I know you now and am sure we will be good pals even if it is only on paper. Well, perhaps it would interest you to hear a little about my holiday. My girlfriend and I went to South Beach, Cottesloe and City Beach, three of the most popular beaches in the West. My boyfriend lives down at South Beach and has a two-seater Chrysler car so comes up to Northam almost every weekend.




  I am sorry I cannot write more but this is my first day at work after hols and I have plenty to do and lots of letters to answer so I will sign.




  Your pal




  Nance (Withnell)




  Suddenly the wind was blowing strongly outside, and the post office doors banged shut as Nancy, in her hurry to get to letter writing, had failed to hook them back to the wall. She jumped up, rushed to the door, and glanced outside before she opened the door again, but all was quiet and boring. “I will just imagine myself at the Northam great Easter Ball which will be wonderful, but I will need a partner. This having to find a partner is tiresome. If only I could just ask someone myself. The boy that Daddy suggests is the son of family friends who have a farm near us. If he likes anyone in the family, it is probably Mary my sister. I can never be as pretty as her with her dark curly hair. Still Daddy says he will ask him to accompany me. I do hope he says yes.”




  In a beautifully decorated Northam Town Hall, the Great Easter Ball took place. Dancing to the swing band was fabulous with the young women and their partners flitting everywhere. The presentation of the debutantes into Northam society had gone well and proud parents were applauding while glancing to see if other families were watching. Nancy gave a sigh of relief after this was all over. She was more comfortable with playing the piano at these events.




  Her reminiscing was interrupted by the arrival of the mail bag being deposited at the back door of the post office. She had to start emptying the bag and begin her least favourite task of putting the letters and packets into the wooden pigeon-holes on the wall behind the counter. She was interrupted as she juggled letters into the top pigeon-holes while on the stepladder. “Good morning, Nancy and how are you? I was very sorry to hear of your grandmother’s death and please give my condolences to your mother and father.” Nancy brushed her face with her hand and tried to smile as she climbed down the step ladder.




  Her grandmother, Emma Withnell had lived with the family in Northam in the last years of her life. Nancy was close to grandmother, and she missed squeezing into her old cane chair and listening to stories about how she followed her husband to the Nor-West of the state to Ieramugadu2 now known as Roebourne in the Pilbara, to grow wool and beef. In her family with six children, an older sister Mary, brothers Keith and Arthur and younger sisters Jean, Gladys, and Betty, Nancy was closest to her grandmother. “I always believed her stories, but the others didn’t. Keith thought Grandma was making it all up. I will always remember her taking me outside to the veranda and down the stairs to the garden and looking up to the stars. ‘That’s the planet Jupiter’ she would say pointing –‘that’s my star. It was my friend while I was in the Nor-West alone at night.’”




  It was just after Christmas in 1930, and Nancy was back at work at the post office. It was ages since she had written to her pen pal and she pulled her notepaper from the desk. It was time she wrote.




  Spencer’s Brook
West Aust.
29th December 1930




  Dear Esther




  Here I am back at work again for the first day after five glorious days holidays and I am not at all feeling in a mood for work, but still it has to be done. This is not the spirit to start off with as I must try and pull myself up for heavens knows I am extremely lucky to have such a good position in these times of extreme depression.




  Well Esther I certainly can’t imagine winter coats for Xmas, why I was out in a sleeveless silk voile frock to my ankles all day and even hot in this. We had remarkable cool weather for Christmas so we could all do justice to the dinner and plum pudding. We had a wonderful time. There were 24 in all for dinner at our home, (which is very large). It was decorated with streamers and mistletoe and most of the day we played the piano, slept, ate after going to church at midnight on Xmas eve, which was a beautiful service but ah! You must write and tell me all about your Christmas even though it will be long passed. I take it for granted that you had a lovely time. All young people can, I think.




  As she wrote, Nancy was aware that the extreme depression that she referred to, the great depression, was closing in on Northam. Her life had not changed greatly but she had heard that there was a down-turn in the prices for wool and wheat and many of her friends whose parents were farmers were seeking work in Northam. She had told Esther about the tennis season starting up, but she knew that young men and her brothers Keith and Arthur, had to help out with the harvest, bagging the wheat, and getting it to the silo. There was no time for tennis.




  Her brother Keith, forever a tease and practical joker, had kept the family entertained last evening as they sat on the veranda of their home searching for a cool breeze. It had been over 100 degrees for several days and her brothers had been helping the men load bags of wheat on Brown’s farm. “I had a joke about those heavy damn bags, I said I thought I would just finish up and go home for some shade and a drink and I prodded Tom and joked that he could finish off, couldn’t he? Tom didn’t say much – he never talked anyway. Arthur poked me in the ribs, but of course I didn’t mean a word of it or to upset Tom. Later Arthur told me that Bill Brown had to lay Tom off as he couldn’t afford his wages any more. Not only that, but some of the farmers in the district, the Browns included, were taking up a petition to say that Aboriginal people like Tom were not welcome in town seeing as there were no jobs.”




  Pressure had been applied for months to have the entire Ballardong Noongar population removed from their country. It was a common practice in small rural towns to complain that Aboriginal camps on the margins were impeding colonial settlers progress and interests.3




  All through the period, while Nancy was preparing for her debut, Horace Withnell and other men in the district had been relentlessly lobbying the Northam Municipal Council and the local member to move these people on. Nancy and the other young women of the district were unaware of this action which was as intended.




  There were some residents who thought differently. Northam resident, A.J. Hope, in 1927 wrote a letter to the Northam Council about an Aboriginal burial ground, which was the last resting place for about 20 Ballardong Noongars. He described an Aboriginal funeral some forty years earlier when the deceased had been buried with all his accoutrements and weapons.4 His suggestion to set aside an Aboriginal burial ground between the river and the grass tennis courts in Northam was dismissed. The municipal council’s response was consistent with ongoing efforts to silence Aboriginal people, dismiss their culture, and move them out of sight.




  A state election was to be held in 1933 and Auber Octavius Neville, the Chief Protector of Aborigines at the time, wished to gratify the conservative candidate Jimmy Mitchell who was standing for the electorate of Northam. Mitchell wanted to find a way to please Northam’s residents, white men such as Nancy’s father Horace Withnell, by acting on their complaints. Neville was a complex man generally portrayed as hard and unsympathetic. Jack McPhee, Wanamurraganya, an Aboriginal man, when visiting a friend of his at Moore River Native Settlement in 1931, met A.O. Neville and described him as a man as “someone who didn’t like Aboriginal people and in particular blackfellas who had initiative of their own.”5 This Jack thought rather strange as ‘AO’ was in charge of them and how could he do his job if he didn’t like them?




  In the 1930s Neville presided over a period in the administration of Aboriginal affairs in Western Australia characterized by an aggressive leadership, strict implementation of the 1905 Aborigines Act and its segregationist policies and unprecedented government interference in the lives of Aboriginal people in the south of the state. Under the Act in January 1933, Neville was able to forcibly remove the Ballardong Noongar from their land, their homes and their connections and send them, against their will, to the Moore River native settlement6.




  Jack Davis, an Aboriginal playwright, and poet, wrote a play about this episode in the Ballardong Noongar history called ‘No Sugar’7. One morning in 1933, two years after Nancy wrote of her debut to Esther, the Northam Police Sergeant and Constable approached the Government Well Aboriginal Reserve in Northam. They told the families that there they had warrants for everyone’s arrest. Not that anyone had done anything, but the families were being expelled from the town because they allegedly had a contagious skin disease, scabies. Jimmy (a character in the play) responds “You recon blackfellas are bloody mugs. Whole town knows why we are going. Coz wadgelas in this town don’t want us ere, don’t want our kids at school with their kids, and old Jimmy Mitchell is tight because Bert Awke’s gonna give him a hiding in the election.”8




  In his play, Davis relates the heartbreak caused by this capture and removal. The Moore River settlement, originally a mission, was overcrowded, run down and Aboriginal people suffered a poor diet. There was no effort to provide medical attention or adequate schooling and a strict, powerfully controlled and miserable routine was maintained.9 Of course, when the Ballardong Noongar arrived at Moore River, after a terrible journey, there was no evidence of scabies. In 1939 the eradication of the people from their country was complete. After strong representation from local organisations and men such as Nancy’s father, Northam was declared a prohibited area for Aborigines.10




  At the time Nancy was not privy to these events. She had literally sailed away from this bleak period in Northam’s history. While she might have suspected there was something amiss, she heard nothing about it from her family. She had up and left.
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  Chapter 2




  The single girl in Onslow, Nor-West 1931-1935.




  Carefully, Nancy pulled some typing paper from under the cash books in Neil Clark’s galvanised iron general supply store in Onslow, Nor-West Australia. Shaking off the dust and sand that had landed after the last ‘blow’ she slipped it into the typewriter and turned the roller around until the paper appeared.




  Nancy hadn’t been in Onslow that long when she took up the position. Just long enough to get to know some people and Mr Clark had immediately offered her a position in the store. At the time of securing the position she had written home to her family; “I love the position; getting to know many of the station owners, pearlers and the business people in Onslow. I earn 30 shillings a week in the supply store, and I have to pay 30 shillings a week board. So, I have to earn some extra money through teaching the piano and doing needlework which I have become quite good at, although I hate it.” That was two years ago and now she was very good at needlework.




  The thermometer in the shop showed it was 117 degrees which was quite usual for Onslow in November before the rains came. “Too hot for anything” Nancy thought, but then there were men out the back going about their business unloading pearl shell and getting liquor at the gallon license. The phone rang and it was Nancy’s job to take the orders coming in by telephone from the stations inland. It was too far to travel the 100 or so miles into Onslow. She answered the phone and took the order although it was very hard to understand the request through the crackle on the phone line. “Once I remember taking an order which was what I thought was for 1 dozen sheets of sandpaper and sent it out. It was really for one dozen ‘sani’ rolls – a pretty rough deal.”




  The big iron fan whirred as if it was smothering the heat. Nancy wiped sweat off her forehead with her handkerchief and tried not to let it settle on the keys of the Remington typewriter. She looked around at the crowded store which supplied everything from a pin to an anchor. The iron walls were lined with shelves laden with stocks of groceries, patent medicine, and hardware. Glass show cases stood down the centre displaying the finest array of men’s boots and shoes, and all the glass was covered with red dust.




  The heat coming off the corrugated iron walls, and the smell of hot sand was overwhelming. Could she open one of those push out windows. She was dying of heat in here. Had she the energy to write to her pen pal? It had been such a long time and there was so much to say.




  Box 33 P.O
Onslow.
Nth. West. Australia
28th November 1933




  My dear Esther




  I suppose you will wonder who this manuscript is from, and I wonder if you will remember a pen friend you had from Australia. First, I will tell you of myself and my doings as there has been a lot of changes since I last wrote. You may remember that I was at the post office in Spencer’s Brook – well I got six weeks holidays and took a trip on the M.V. Koolinda, a most beautiful steamer, to Onslow in the Nor-West and stayed with some friends of mine. I had such a wonderful time I took a position as typist and bookkeeper in the general store here and handed the post office over to my sister and I have been here for over 2 years now.




  I suppose I had better tell you a little about this place – You will see by the map it is up in the north and is an important seaport and it is a pastoral district and there is some cattle. There are huge stations around here and we often go out to spend weekends and have some bonza times. The town is not very big but there is plenty of amusement.




  I must tell you that I met my intended here and are engaged to be married. My fiancé is in the pearling industry and has two pearling luggers (pearling is also carried on here) so I often get trips out on the sea. I don’t know if you know anything about pearling, but it is the most fascinating game, at least I think so. I love to see over the boats when they are working and the diver going down to bring up the shell. Of course, the pearls are the hopes of the pearlers, but it is the mother of pearl shell that keeps the boats going.




  It is shipped to London and America to be sold but at present the price is very poor but should improve. We have a few lovely pearls here and my engagement ring is of three pearls in a line, very uncommon, everyone admires it. My intended is a member of a very old family and, as our family is also very old, we have hundreds of relations. I think they are such a nuisance – too many, don’t you? And if we have 50% of them at our wedding, we will have a hall full so I don’t know what we will do.




  Last April I took a trip down home to my people and was away six weeks and had a most glorious holiday. My fiancé and I are going down together for a few weeks, and we will leave here by Air-0-Plane. It only takes three days by ‘plane and we are returning by the steamer so should have a good time. We hope to get married at the end of next year if things go well.




  There is such a lot I could tell you about here – our trips to the Islands, oystering and fishing and the beautiful shells and coral, also our camel teams and donkey carts which do some of the wool carting, but the motor trucks have almost driven the former off the road. We do a lot of duck-shooting and camping out, also tennis, skating, swimming etc. We have the most beautiful beach and swimming baths and as it is very hot up here and they are well patronized. We have a summer rainfall, and it is never cold in the winter – in fact, we wear sleeveless frocks all the year around. The winter is perfect and such a lot of people come up from South to escape the cold wet weather down there.




  I have a lot of snaps of the different places around I would send you if you are interested and I am enclosing one of us at the races reading a programme. I think the North is the most fascinating place and I love it and could write pages to you but will do so next time as you may not even receive this, and I have a little work to do now. Excuse me typing this letter but it is so quick. I would very much love to hear from you Esther, so if it is possible would you please write me a note. Goodbye for the present I wonder what you are doing now.




  The very best of Christmas wishes and luck in the New Year.




  Sincerely yours, Nance




  Nancy’s decision to stay in the Nor-West was a spur of the moment one. When Neil Clark offered her a job in the general store she felt as if she couldn’t say no. After leaving Perth on July 10th, 1931, Nancy sailed to Geraldton, Carnarvon, Shark Bay, and then arrived at Onslow four days later. Thinking back to the voyage, it was all Nancy could have hoped for. It was made pleasant by the fact that there were not many passengers and Nancy, as a young woman, was made a bit of a fuss of by the captain who seated her at his table for the evening meals. Nancy loved this as she felt important and noticed.




  The Koolinda was part of the State Shipping Service, a government run entity established to service the ports of the Nor-West. The steamers were critical in transporting passengers and general freight. On the return journey bales of wool and sometimes sheep were transported back from Onslow, Port Hedland, and Derby.




  Settling into life in Onslow was easy. A young unattached woman, although unusual, was easily accepted into the social group of white settlers; pastoralists from the stations around, people supplying services in Onslow, and pearl divers of which her intended, Cec, was one. She was a hit and there were boyfriends galore. She wrote to Esther about her first Christmas in Onslow. “I remember we had a bonza Christmas my first in Onslow and my engagement. I remember the big party on Christmas night which was lovely, and our engagement was a complete surprise to everyone as we had been only going together for three months and I was such a terrible flirt that no-one expected it of me, but I like surprising people sometimes.”




  Nancy had been engaged now for almost two years and was becoming quite familiar with the ins and outs of pearling, but not its past. Cec was part of an industry that had a very bleak and cruel history. The pearling industry in the Nor-West was founded on the exploitation and inhumane treatment of Aboriginal people and some terrible practices including slavery and murder.1 In the late 1880s police and government reports record how Aboriginal people from the Pilbara and Kimberley regions were hunted, kidnapped, and forced to work as divers, swimming without any equipment, from pearl lugger boats.2




  Slave traders were known as blackbirders, and would round up Aboriginal men at gunpoint and sell them to pearling captains. At its peak, blackbirding was a flagrant practice, as described in an excerpt from a report by Government Resident Colonel E.F. Angelo in 1886, when he named three white men who, ”…publicly advertised themselves to procure and put niggers aboard at five pounds a head for anybody or shoot them for the Government at half a crown a piece.”3 The ‘Dawn’, the boat involved in this activity, got away to sea, with two missing natives, who had been illegally seized by John McRae and the professional ‘nigger catcher’ Hackett and re-coerced on board. The Magistrate of Roebourne considered whether this practice made the men concerned slave traders. “I submit for the consideration of government whether this action brings the ‘Dawn’ under the category of a ‘Slaver.’”4
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    On the Eva 1931 “I look as though I have been nipping whisky.”


  




  If Nancy was aware of this history in 1933 when she lived and worked in Onslow, and was engaged to Cec, we can’t tell. We know that she often sailed with Cec on his lugger, watched the pearling fleet sail into Onslow, and listened to the stories of the pearlers. As an Onslow white settler resident, it is likely that she was not encouraged to unravel the real history of the industry, even if she was interested.




  Nancy skidded past other sides of the Nor- West’s story. A weekend activity that Nancy really enjoyed was trips to the stations, the pastoral leases held by white settlers in the Pilbara. Some of these were first taken up by her family Emma and John Withnell and their children in the 1860s and 70s. In 1933, when Nancy is writing, white settlers had been in the region less than 70 years but long enough to establish Onslow as a port to ship out the wool produced and for the small town to act as a supply point for the stations around. Also long enough to impact severely on First Nations in their country.




  Sheep stations including Peedamulla, Minderoo, Yarraloola, and Yanrey further south of Onslow, were built on the hard work and skills of Aboriginal stockmen and women, who also worked as shearers, shepherds, in fencing parties, and the women as housekeepers and child minders.5 White settler station owners also worked hard and faced difficulties with cyclones destroying windmills and buildings, drought causing inadequate supply of underground water, and challenges in transporting the wool clip out of the station.6




  The social life at the stations is what Nancy was most interested in. Tennis parties were very popular, and she wrote to Esther of one at Yarraloola in 1932. “This one was wonderful with all my friends and even Mr Clark from the store and his wife. Those 50 miles driving across the spinifex though were a bit nerve racking. Such vast country and only tracks made by the camel trains for the motor car to follow.  I took the wheel a couple of times while the boys pushed the car out of the sand. It was a good job that I learned to drive and talked my father into teaching me even though I am ‘the weaker sex.’”




  There was a wonderful visit to Minderoo for another tennis party that Nancy wrote to Esther about. The other side of the settlement of Minderoo station was hidden and she didn’t write about this. In July 1869 the Battle of Minderoo occurred in a period of a week with white settlers seeking revenge for the spearing of a shepherd.7 In the early days of white colonial settlement pastoral leases did not have fences. This was an advantage for Aboriginal people because they could still access water and their cultural sites. It was a disadvantage for the settler because shepherding required labour. A small punitive party was organised with five or six colonial settlers [named] which included the District Magistrate R.J.Scholl. It also included a ‘native assistant.’ During this massacre no colonial attackers were killed but 20 Thalanyji were murdered. The white settler perspective on the incident is in the form of a romantic ballad ‘The Battle of Minderoo’ probably written by Richard Thatcher who was part of the punitive killing expedition.8




  It was the fun times that stood out for Nancy while she was in Onslow. The light hearted laughing and joking amongst the young people, the tennis games, and fishing trips. One of the lads wrote a poem about a cricket match between the ladies and the men. Nancy was delighted by the match. “What fun that had been. Who would have thought I could play cricket!” She excelled, hitting the ball to all sides of the dusty, dry oval.




  The cricket team.




  Onslow boasts a Cricket Team, selected from the Ladies.




  And in their creams so neat and clean, they sure do look some babies.




  They bowl and bat like heroes bold. They’re ripe for any battle,




  And judging by the tales I’m told; they sure do make things rattle.




  They played our men a cricket match last Sunday afternoon,




  A victory they sure did snatch, by gee but things did boom.




  Mrs Naughton was opening bat, a dinkum Bradman too,




  To her we must all raise our hat, she had our Larwood in a stew.




  Miss Withnell then did take her stand, and filled us all with awe,




  At batting she sure beats the band, in fact she topped the score.




  Mrs Clements faced the bowler then, at batting, she’s a trump.




  But a tricky ball was number ten and she lost her middle stump.




  Miss Rene Luff got padded up, determined for to score.




  One bowl for her was quite enough, she whispered “Au Revoir”.




  Miss Dorrie Williams batted then and gave some mighty hits.




  Her score was well above the ten, she was caught out in the slips.




  Miss Didie Gray took her bat, to show what she could do,




  The bowler cried well “how is that” said the umpire LBW.




  Miss Dorrie Payne then had a hit, by gee she made some swipes,




  But the back stop said. “How is that” and Dorrie muttered “Cripes”.




  Mrs White then took her stand and went to leave a mark.




  The first ball left the bowler’s hand. The crowd all muttered ‘quack’.




  Now Mrs Newby is out to score, Blimey, watch her style,




  Hello, she’s gone and hit a four, Ha Ha just watch her smile.




  The bowlers looking worried, in fact he’s in the dumps.




  But Mrs Newby’s getting flurried, the next ball knocks her stumps.




  Now Mrs Hingston’s out for blood, but she’s right out of luck,




  Although the bowlers just a mug, he gets her for a duck.




  Now the next man takes her place, Oh yes, its Dorreen Clark




  And by the look upon her face, she’s out to make things spark.




  She glances right at the bowler, and bravely holds the bat,




  But ere the games much older, Dorreen picks up her hat.




  Miss McGrath their only hope, she’s out to run amok,




  She tries to give the ball a stroke,




  Poor Mary’s cooked her duck.




  Nancy’s mind had drifted away from her office tasks at the store. Reminiscing about the Onslow social life had got the better of her, so she tried to focus on typing a letter to request a firm down south to forward supplies of hurricane lanterns. No sooner had she started the letter than she began to think of Cec again. “Cec said something about taking me down to the luggers this evening. I do hope so, there could be a breeze and that would keep the sandflies at bay. He did say though that there might be a strong wind coming up if the temperature drops. He has a thermometer although how it doesn’t boil over, I don’t know. If there is a strong wind I don’t know if he will take the lugger out at high tide. But he always says he has to take a few risks in the hope of prize pearls or pearl shell.”




  “I do hope he is successful with those risks. I am so looking forward to getting married. Esther has written to me of her marriage to Wilmer and sent me some snaps. Wilmer looks so handsome, and his family owns a new department store in Oneonta, a town in New York State. Esther is so lucky to have him, and I am happy for her. It seems to me that she is right here with me sometimes when we talk about things in our letters. I only wish that Cec and I were taking the step of getting married. We were to be married early this year but with the present state of the pearling industry, we have to wait a little longer, but I can tell you my young lover is getting very impatient and so am I.”




  In 1933 there were far fewer pearling luggers operating out of Cossack and Onslow and Cec’s was one of the remaining companies. The industry was struggling after having been so important at the turn of the century. There had always been a high death toll amongst divers and crew of the luggers and lighters. Shark bites, accidents during cyclones, and the bends were common hazards. These had been ongoing but now the price of the mother-of-pearl plummeted with the invention and expanded use of plastics for buttons and other articles which had previously been made of shell.9




  In the Nor-West natural events such as cyclones and extreme heat were very much part of life. Some of the old timers remembered the cyclone of 1898 and described it as the worst they had ever seen as it had destroyed Cossack. Nancy was to have her own experience which she wrote of in May 1934 in a long letter to Esther.




  Onslow
Nor-West Aust.
25.05 1934




  My dear Esther,




  I have to write and tell you of this terrifying experience of living through a cyclone here in Onslow. You would probably not know what I am talking about, but it is a very, very strong wind that blows in this part of the world. I seem to be connected to cyclones because I remember my grandmother, Emma Withnell, telling me that my father Horace and his twin brother were born in Roebourne in the Nor-West in the big “blow’ in the 1870s. My grandmother told me how the house had blown in and she was carried outside to the shelter of the hill and there my father was born. I cannot imagine what that was like.




  I will always remember March 28th. The rain commenced in the evening of the 27th and continued all night. After a long dry hot spell, the thought of rain was welcome. The next morning 4 inches was registered at 8.00am. Breakfast in my boarding house was interrupted with the continual warnings of the threat over the radio. A hush settled over the town and then the winds came up howling increasing in velocity to 50 miles per hour.




  I was petrified and I wanted to get away from where I was staying, which was open to the elements, so I rushed to the post office and saw others making their way there. There were many different people thrust together by this catastrophe. I was shaking even though it was hot. I was terrified when the rain started pouring into the building. Through the window we could see that trees were being lifted uprooted and huge cement blocks from the hotel opposite torn loose and blown along the street. Sheets of twisted iron narrowly missed the window and they tossed and turned like silvery paper. The wind was a mad thing tearing along until it reached 115 miles an hour carrying all before it. The wind and rain raged for what seemed like hours. Telephone posts were twisted like paper and then the lull came. The old timers who we were sheltering with told us this was the time when the wind swings south east. How scared I was – this was the longest ten seconds ever. There was silence outside and the howling and battering stopped altogether.
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