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Introduction


I first knew Mary Todd when I was nine years old and it would be many years before I would be admitted to the circle of friends who knew her only as Mackie. By the time I was 60 years old (and she a few years older) there had been plenty of time for me to get to know her well. I judged that she had a story to tell and it was then that I asked her to let me write it. She declined. I had forgotten about it when about two years later she rang me and said she would like me to go ahead.


The story of Mackie and Jack (I insist that it is a story rather than a biography) has been written in the form of a journey and I hope readers will not have too much difficulty with the idea of the two ‘time travellers’. The journey idea came to me after we had spent the first week of our talks at Mackie’s Mooloolaba home and I suggested that we should visit the places we had been talking about – the Queensland towns of Dalby, Jondaryan, Toowoomba, Roma, St George and the New England district of New South Wales. So began a journey to places that neither of us had seen for many years.


After that came some surprises. The circumstances of Jack Todd’s crash landing in New Britain in 1944 were known, but little was known about what happened to him after that. Four of his crew of ten escaped the Japanese and the account of one of them, Murray Howard, is used in the reconstruction of the story. But my search also led me to a chance meeting with Brian Stacy, the sole survivor of the six others who were captured and taken to Rabaul.


Next, I came across a little known (in Australia) book by an American Naval aviator, Joe Nason, who was with Jack Todd in the Kempi Tai prison in Rabaul. I found Joe Nason in Maine, USA and he willingly gave me permission to use detail from his book.


I cannot fly an aeroplane and can only imagine what it must be like to pilot a PBY5 Catalina flying boat. So, I sought out a man who did fly one in wartime. That man was the late Sir Richard Kingsland, better known to Catalina crew as Wing Commander Dick Cohen, who was the commanding officer of No. 11 Squadron for the period of its operations from its base at Port Moresby against the Japanese and later the wartime commanding officer of the Rathmines flying boat base in New South Wales.


As a volunteer guide at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra in the 1990s I often paused with my tour parties beside the cloister panels bearing the names of the dead from No. 11 and 20 Squadrons, RAAF. The significance of these, I told my listeners, was that few people today realised that between 1942 and 1944, after having first been based in Port Moresby, these two squadrons took the war directly to the Japanese from an Australian mainland city. That city was Cairns. Armed with bombs, depth charges and mines, the Catalinas of 11 and 20 Squadrons reached out from Cairns in single flights to the Solomons, New Britain, New Guinea and the Netherlands East Indies and by stages and in increasing strength to Palau, the Philippines, Formosa and China. One hundred and eighty-seven of these men did not return (320 were lost in all four Australian Catalina squadrons).


I am indebted to Vera Bradley and her book, engagingly and appropriately titled I Didn’t Know That, for information that enabled me to reconstruct the atmosphere of wartime Cairns.


One of my greatest supporters during the research of this story was my good friend Colonel Reg Marr. Reg, another Catalina man, invited me to a luncheon at Victoria Barracks in Sydney, where I met men who had flown with Jack Todd out of Cairns and who recalled the atmosphere of those dark days.


This is not just Mackie’s story. It is also Jack’s. But to Mackie, who set out with me on this journey, endured my hours of prying and enriched my knowledge of sheep and cattle, motor cars, golf and one famous politician, I give most thanks. It was a worthwhile journey.


Mary Todd was a woman small of stature, but with immense determination, ability and authority in a world one expects to be dominated by men. Jack Todd was a man who faced challenges of another kind. He remains an example of courage, leadership and valour in a war against an enemy that showed no mercy.


Mackie Todd died in 2006. This story was first published in 2000. She would have been happy that Mackie and Jack is now the subject of this revised edition.


Jan William Smith




One


We were looking for a house called Skye. It was a morning in June, a Toowoomba Indian summer day. The house called Skye should have been just over the grid, to the right, behind where now stood a row of sheds built to house motorised golf buggies. It was one of those moments when memory comes face to face with reality. The house was gone.


In 1931, the house called Skye had been next to the golf course, on acres of Middle Ridge grassland, with sheep and cows. It was just after Mary McWilliam, who was always Mackie to her close friends, had left school to go to Toowoomba for her first job. She had been to a school that prepared young women to enter a world of influence and affluence. Part of the preparation was to learn to play golf according to the etiquette of the game, but in such a manner that the etiquette would not entirely subsume the will to win. Her father had built the house called Skye next to the golf course, with a sweeping sky-window view of mountains and valleys, in distant blue.


But that had been nearly 70 years before. Now we had driven two hours from the coast in Mackie’s air-conditioned Peugeot, with fresh sandwiches and Anzac biscuits sharing the picnic basket with the remnants of travels past – motel coffee sachets, tea bags and an old Aladdin Vacuum tea flask.


‘No need to take soda. I can put water in it,’ Mackie said as we included a small drop of brandy for emergencies.


Now, on arrival, the golf clubhouse invited us, the way it would have had we just played 28 holes. We went inside to ask directions. On a trophy wall there was a photograph of Toowoomba Golf Club captain Victor McPhie with the Premier of Queensland, the Hon W. McCormack, taken in 1926. Victor, in blazer and whites, looked more like a country cricketer than a golf captain. The Premier, shaping up to hit the official first ball, looked like a country bank manager, with watch chain draped across his waistcoat.


Next to the photo of Victor and the Premier was another photo, this one showing the most famous associate of the club, the remarkable Judith Percy. Below was a list of her achievements, dated much later than the Premier’s first hit off. ‘Australian Ladies’ Amateur Champion, 1954, 1960, 1962, Semi-finalist, British Open, 1950...’ The record went on, indicating that the strong young woman teeing off in the photo must have swept all before her on the country’s golf courses for two decades.


We brought our attention back to the task at hand. The house called Skye certainly seemed to have gone and when we asked about it from someone who could have been a club official, the question was dismissed offhandedly. ‘Before my time. Ask some of the old-timers.’ Mackie replied that since her friend Victor McPhie and the old Premier had long ago left the clubhouse for greener fairways, it was us who were the only old timers. The attempt at irony was met with benign incomprehension, so we left.


We returned to the car and drove back over the grid, turned left and entered a street full of gentrified residences. Mackie was certain these occupied what once had been the farm of her father, whose Christian names of David Charles might never have been uttered at the font. Even those who knew him well only ever addressed him as D.C. McWilliam.


But where could D.C.’s old farmhouse have been? We stopped at the place where Mackie calculated it must have stood. There was a high fence with a tennis court behind, skirted by a long sweeping drive. To our surprise, on the high fence was the name – Skye. If the sign was there, then perhaps the house was there also. But Mackie looked doubtful, because apart from the name, she recognised nothing.


‘Drive in,’ she said with the manner she had acquired from years of visiting country homesteads whose front gates were a mile from the house. The driveway we entered was certainly generous by suburban standards and we arrived in a paved and landscaped reception court before the entrance to an imposing rendered masonry house with expensive cars parked in the shade of large trees. There was a windbreak of closely planted cypress, which would have pre-dated by many years the modern house it now protected. The garden was also shaded by trees that were certainly older than this house, which seemed to be no more than ten years old.


‘Don’t remember a thing,’ Mackie said, pursing her lips in a way I had come to know when she was slightly annoyed by misadventure or mismanagement. A young woman approached from the house with a blue cattle dog. She threw a green ball and the dog ran off, a country working dog kept happy with a city toy. We introduced ourselves and asked about the original house. With a facility for detail, the young woman told us of how the old house had been sold seven years before for $50,000, removed in two pieces and transported to the western town of St George where it had been reassembled on the banks of the Balonne River. After that, new money had come and now this new house bore the name of Skye.


Mackie might have been disappointed by the discovery, but the opposite was the case. This was a new development. For every one of her 84 years she had been challenged by change and the disappearance of an old house, even one of sentimental value, was of interest to her. The house was gone, but someone had at least kept the name.


The young woman invited us to stroll in the garden. We looked eastward at the view of mountains and clouds that once had inspired the poet George Essex Evans to name the old city of Toowoomba ‘The Mountain Queen’. ‘Dark Purple, chased with sudden gloom and glory, like waves in wild unrest’, the poet had written – and the townsfolk, so impressed by his poetic works, had inscribed them on a monument overlooking the very vista about which he wrote.


The house we now confronted may have been comparatively new but the garden was obviously the old Skye garden. Remnants of it were still there. There was a big pin oak and a jacaranda, a gnarled old lagerstroemia and some venerable camellias that would have been planted originally around the old house.


‘These must surely have been planted by Jeannie,’ Mackie said reflectively. ‘And the cypress windbreak by the drive. I’m sure she would have planted that too.’


Jeannie – the woman her father had married after Mackie’s mother had died. That had been when, at seven years of age, Mackie had found herself with a new mother – and a father she did not even know.




Two


So, we must go back in time. To places with names like Gooloogong, south-west of Orange, on the Lachlan River and her grandfather’s place called Kangarooby and to places like Mt Canobolas. There would always be snow on Mt Canobolas in the memories of the child, whose name was not yet Mackie, nor even Mary. Whose name was, in fact, Bell. To little Bell this snow would be magic snow that never melts. All human beings are blessed with a ‘Canobolas’ – the memory of a sunny place, a fish caught, a mother sweeping with a broom, a tree climbed. For this child there would be many memories that would never melt and one would be that of riding the carthorse through the old town of Orange with a man called Bill Taylor.


It was 1922. Little Bell was seven and Bill Taylor was the man she thought was her father. Bill and little Bell were taking the cases of fruit to the train from Bill’s orchard. Bill had let the child help him bandage the fruit trees with hessian to keep the codling moth away. He was a big, kind man. He and his wife had taken the name Bell from Isabella, which they had learned was the child’s christened name. She was Isabella Mary. Letting her ride the horse to the train and showing her how to bandage the trees were Bill’s ways of letting little Bell think she was helping. The horse and the bandaging of the trees, like the snow, would be other kinds of Canobolas memories.


Until she was seven, little Bell also thought Bill Taylor’s wife was her mother. That was because her real mother, whose name was Isabella Flora, had died when Bell was only ten days old, in the hospital at Cowra where Bell was born on 2 June 1915. After that the child’s real father had taken three older children away to Sydney and had fostered them with a Mrs McNichol. But he had left the baby Bell in the care of Mrs Taylor, a trained nurse, at their farm called Boldrewood near the little township of Gooloogong. Bell’s real father and her real mother had once lived at Kangarooby station where her grandfather had built a big two-storey house. When the child was five, Mrs Taylor, who never forgot she was a country nurse, bought a small hospital in the town of Orange. Dr Hodgkinson took Bell’s tonsils out at the hospital, but it was a happy childhood for all that, with the fruit going to the Orange railway station in the summer, games with kids like Billy Rymill and Tommy Barrett and the snow on Mt Canobolas in the winter. Happy, that was, until she was seven.


It was then that her real father, D.C. McWilliam reappeared, having remarried to the lady whose name was Jean Gordon Hogarth. One day the tall, gaunt father came to the house at the orchard with the new wife and called the puzzled seven-year-old to him. She had never seen him before and when he called her by the name of Mary, she was sure he thought she was somebody else. ‘I am your father and you will call me Father, and this is your new mother and you will call her Mother,’ he said. Then he went away again, leaving little Bell with confusion in her mind and emptiness in her heart. She had been told that she would no longer be little Bell and that she must try to remember that she would henceforth be known as Isabella Mary McWilliam.


It left a hurt in the hearts of Bill Taylor and his wife. The tall, gaunt man had instructed them that in due course the child would be delivered to a place called Alfalfa, 7 miles from Leyburn, on the road to Pittsworth, in Queensland. It had not come as a surprise to them. Bill Taylor and his wife had always had the fact of this day stored in their minds. They always knew the day would come because they knew the child was not theirs. But they preferred not to think about the day. Now that it had come, Bill bore his duty and took his little Bell on the train to the Clifton railway station and said goodbye.


When the coal smoke and steam cleared enough for her to see the train pulling away into the distance the seven-year-old found herself standing alone among some cream cans and jute wheat bags, her little suitcase beside her. She waited, because she had been told to wait for the tall, lean man she had been trying to remember from their meeting at the Taylors. He came at last, in a motor car and quietly gathered her and her few little belongings and drove her to the place called Alfalfa. She wondered at such a curious name, not aware that it was a Spanish word for an even more curious name, Medicago sativa. She might have understood if someone had simply said it meant lucerne.


At the big house there was a great surprise. She met three older children who she was told were her two brothers and a sister. These children were already having enough trouble coping with their own disrupted early lives to be in the least bit welcoming to a newcomer, especially one in whom they detected an assertiveness acquired through seven years of being an only child. Twelve-year-old brother Andrew Frederick seemed more tolerant than the third eldest, Charles Farquhar. Charles was ten and was in no mood to tolerate the unexpected arrival of a younger sister. The oldest of Bell’s siblings was Katherine Edith, who everyone called Kitty. At nearly 13, Kitty had already been spoiled by the foster mother, Mrs McNichol. Now she was rebelling against her stepmother, Jeannie.


Stepmother Jeannie, on her part, seemed disinclined to tolerate any of the children and she had already arranged to have the three eldest sent to boarding school. She also had given instructions that no-one would in future use the name Bell for the youngest. Diminutives at school could be damaging to a name like McWilliam and it was unthinkable that the flippant name of Bell might become ‘Belly’ on the tongues of cruel children of another social level. She was not in the least swayed when it was pointed out that this would not necessarily be the case as the child’s natural mother’s name had been merely contracted to Bella. But Bella McWilliam had been dead for seven years. Jean Gordon Hogarth would now decide these matters.


But little Bell didn’t mind. She was impressed by the important grown-up sound of her new name, even if her sister Katherine – who declared that her diminutive sister resembled a pickaninny – took to calling her ‘Pic’. So, Bell was now Pic to Katherine and Mary to everyone else. The curious contradiction was that Katherine herself managed to remain Kitty to everyone. It was supposed that at 13 Kitty was too old and too independent to change her name. It had been observed that Kitty was also old enough to have a brief and turbulent encounter with the headmistress, Miss Lawrence, at Toowoomba’s Glennie Memorial School for girls. No-one talked about the reason for the encounter and soon Kitty was packed off with her two brothers to Sydney. She would go to school at Pymble and Andrew and Charles to the King’s School.


Little Mary, who in her seven years had been to no school at all, now began her education at the hands of the Misses Wonderley in a room set aside in the humble house of the two sisters in Stuart Street, Toowoomba. Her best friend there was also called Mary. She was a Nelson, although neither of the children understood why the Misses Wonderley and all the social connections of the two families thought this was so important. They would have understood, had they known then that little Mary Nelson’s grandfather, Sir Hugh Muir Nelson, had once been Premier and later Lieutenant-Governor of the State of Queensland. But the girls knew nothing of the shrewd and ruthless old political manipulator who had been revered by the squatter coterie for preserving mercantile capitalism against the attacks of the newly organised Labour of the time. Sir Hugh had acquired property throughout Queensland, including a 40,000-acre freehold called Loudoun, near Dalby where he developed a prize-winning and profitable stud Merino flock. Just as admirable had been Sir Hugh’s business cunning (or could it have been prior knowledge?) that enabled him to sell the property for 60,000 pounds in 1892 just before the crash.


All that little Mary Nelson knew was that grandfather Hugh had inherited a very large and comfortable house at Middle Ridge, Toowoomba, called Gabbinbar, in time for him to die there in 1906. It was a house somewhat contradictory of the professed parsimony of its founder, The Reverend William Lambie Nelson, who had been invited by the Sydney Presbytery to take spiritual charge of the Presbyterians in the district and was instrumental in the establishment of a Presbyterian Church in Toowoomba.


The Reverend had built Gabbinbar in 1876. The heavily treed main driveway (there were two) led the visitor past a gatehouse, through rose gardens and many species of mature trees to a carriage loop and thence to the front steps. The house was warmed against the bitter Toowoomba winters by many marble and timber fireplaces and contained an immense ballroom with decorative plaster ceiling. It had become the summer retreat for State Governors and those members of the squatocracy known at the time as the ‘Pure Merinos’. The house was now Mary Nelson’s home, with her parents and sisters.


So it was that with a social environment already firmly in place for the two little Marys, the private tuition of the Misses Wonderley could do no more than prepare them for a more formal education. They were soon sent to Miss Sutton, whose Glennie Prep conducted lessons in the St Luke’s Church of England Hall. Mary Nelson was driven there every day from the lofty mists of Gabbinbar, while Mary McWilliam, having as yet no home of her own in Toowoomba, was boarded in a house in Herries Street.


At 13, bearing a book prize of Greek myths from Miss Sutton, Mary McWilliam was now to learn some Latin sufficient to be able to translate the motto of another most appropriate secondary school for young ladies – the New England Girls School, Armidale. D.C. McWilliam, also considering 13 to be a suitable age for his youngest daughter to enter the ambience of wool-growing affluence, was anxious that every contact would be of value. On the journey to the school, he diverted from the main Armidale road to introduce his daughter to the Robinson-Cunninghames at Wellington Vale station, where they spent the night. And it was families like the Robinson-Cunninghames that he had in mind when the next day he drove his daughter to NEGS and left her with instructions to make friends wisely.


Mary began quickly to discover the joys and agonies of a formidable academic timetable. She was to study literature, composition, geography, modern history, French, geometry, trigonometry, shorthand, physical culture, geology and arithmetic. That school motto – Quodcumque facitis ex animo operamini, which scholarly friends translated as ‘whatever ye do, do it heartily’ – would suit her strong will and individuality. Mary McWilliam was a young woman who certainly had no intention of doing anything if it was not to be done heartily. She would learn that the New England Girls School would have an enduring influence, not only on how she would face life but also with whom she would face it.


It was 1928, in a world too concerned with the prospect of depression to ever imagine that the Great War of a decade before was anything but the end of all wars. NEGS provided those friendly walls where a girl could learn and laugh without concerning herself too much with the world outside. That world, unbeknown to Mary McWilliam, was in fact already whirling in a frenzied gyre towards another world war.


Alfalfa, the property of Mary’s father and her stepmother, was a big place and was making enough money to educate the four McWilliam children. Their father, David Charles, had been taking advantage of cheap land by increasing his holdings on the Jondaryan Plain and on three sides of the flat, hot town of Dalby that sat astride the western railway line like a discarded rag duster. But if D.C. was using the Depression to lay title to land for each of his children, he probably made his intentions less clear to Mary than to the others. Andrew knew that he may one day farm Alfalfa. Charles may take Prairie on the Jondaryan Plains and later the new land at Loudoun on the Condamine, long since disposed of so profitably by the old Merino elitist Sir Hugh Nelson. Kitty, should she ever be inclined, could count on a home at the bountiful Prairie, part of which was to be legally hers. David Charles himself would live at his new Dalby property, Blaxland, with a monolithic iron and timber woolshed built beside the western line.


For Mary – were she to trouble herself with the knowledge – there would be the fertile farm on the black soil banks of the Myall Creek near Dalby, which they called The Meadows. But only if she failed to satisfy her father’s real ambitions for her of a commercial career.


It surprised Mary that her father, so anxious for her to mix with the ‘Fine Merinos’, should also want her to pursue a commercial career. She was certainly excelling at arithmetic and this pleased her father. He had Toowoomba accountant friends who might find useful a young woman who could count and keep a journal. But at 13 she was as little interested in keeping books as she was of farming black soil plains. She was beginning to take an interest in another branch of agriculture – sheep.


But she began to suspect her father of harbouring another ambition – that she might be domesticated enough to put cooking to good use in the home of one of the ‘Fine Merinos’ who might one day attract his, if not her attention. Stepmother Jeannie’s lack of enthusiasm for holidaying children saw Mary visit her Alfalfa home only briefly in June and at Christmas while at NEGS. She would make the long, cold train journey home to the Clifton station, sometimes to find her father waiting, but mostly not. In the house, she discovered from the cook, Annie, that she was to spend one whole day every week in the kitchen, learning how to cook. But there would be little on the household menu that could be attributed to the teenager, who would sneak out the back, saddle her pony and leave the cooking to Annie. The men were working the sheep and she wanted to know what they were doing.


Back at NEGS, Mary’s teachers were noticing leadership qualities in the petite dark-haired girl. Indeed, ‘powers of leadership’ was written on her mid-year report card in 1930. She had already overcome some of the perceived shortcomings spelt out in her report of six months earlier, in which her mistress had written that ‘Mary has done good work but it has been spoiled by bad writing. She is untidy in the dormitory and also unpunctual’. On the credit side of the report card it was observed that she was a good all-round sport and was learning golf.


To his youngest daughter, D.C. had always been a distant figure. His visits to the school were few, and fewer holidays were spent at Alfalfa. One of Mary’s class friends was Judith, a quiet and somewhat reclusive country girl whose family, the Wights, lived at Wallamumbi, on the Armidale-Dorrigo road. The friendship – and an invitation to spend holidays with Judith at her country home – seemed to please everybody. Jeannie could be relieved of the responsibility of entertaining a child who she never found easy (and less so now that she was becoming a young woman), while the young Mary could enjoy the company of men on horseback – and sheep.


Many holidays would begin with the journey to Wallamumbi, the car bumping along the Dorrigo Road, awakening the dead as it thundered rudely over the planks of the Burying Ground Creek crossing. They would pass the turnoff to old Hillgrove and eventually arrive at the Wright homestead. Like so many of the old Australian houses, Wallamumbi was bisected by a long hall and shaded by wide verandahs. Its many fireplaces at least gave promise of winter warmth, although fewer may have been needed had the house not been built according to the English custom of siting dwellings to face the south in a hemisphere where the opposite might have been practicable as well as geographically sensible. All about were the Hereford cattle, which the old New England graziers considered the only proper kind for the harsh conditions. 


Mary Nelson, who had also been sent to NEGS, sometimes joined the two girls at Wallamumbi. The confusion of too many Marys at school, two of whom also happened to be best friends, had been solved by the inventiveness of the Nelson girl herself. She addressed her McWilliam friend as ‘Mack W’. The rest of the school enjoyed the economy but not the formality and had taken to calling her Mackie.


Mackie began to absorb the spirit of New England and to store the memories of riding after cattle and visiting the Wallumby Falls with Judith’s brothers Bruce and Peter. None of them saw much of the reclusive Judith on these outings. She preferred to stay at home, reading and putting thoughts and rhymes on paper. Unlike Mackie, Judith Wright was hopelessly resistant to mathematics. She did not like NEGS and, indeed, spent her four years there mostly in rebellion against it. Her teen years at school were also dulled by grief for her mother, who had died. Judith’s muse was the ‘clean, lean, hungry country’ – the tableland of her early days about which she would write in future more mature verse.


Mackie McWilliam also observed that Judith’s talent for verse was being recognised by her teachers, although she doubted if one of her friend’s more memorable schoolgirl pieces, ‘Ode to a Blowfly’ either paid compliment to Keats or would survive in anthologies. Miss Young, who had lately come from Scotland to teach the girls English, certainly saw early signs of a future important poet in Judith Wright, but had little praise for writings about blowflies. Her adopted country already had enough of these and so many other noisome natural pests, and Miss Young derided the ‘Ode to a Blowfly’ as a waste of the girl’s talent. Mackie, while acknowledging her friend’s talent and still smarting from her own 1929 report of untidiness in the dormitory, could only marvel at the ability of Judith to be untidier than herself. Miss Young’s punishment for untidiness was to impose passages from Shakespeare on offenders. Portia’s ‘quality of mercy’ would remain with Mackie for life. But the wise Scottish Miss Young was not so new to the ways of girls as to impose what would only have been an enjoyable penalty for Judith, the girl poet. Like Brer Rabbit stuck to The Tar Baby in the uncle Remus story, the girl would have implored her teacher to cast her into the briar patch of Shakespeare, but Miss Young imposed on ‘Brer’ Judith Wright a sewing project instead.


Unlike her friend Judith, Mackie McWilliam was happy at NEGS. But as the memories of happy schooldays are meant only for storing against the winter of old age, the NEGS days would soon end. It was not possible to resist the dominance of her father when he decided (suddenly, Mackie thought) that she was to leave school six months after her 16th birthday.


She found it hard to forgive him for that, especially as brother Charles had been allowed to stay at King’s School through as many Leaving Exams as he liked, until after the third time he disqualified himself by matriculating. A year at Alfalfa had then satisfied the young man’s temporary inclination to farm, until his request to be sent to university was also readily granted by his father.


Mackie, having been removed from her beloved NEGS without even the opportunity to matriculate, watched with more misgivings her brother’s progress in university as he covered himself and his father in glory in football, tennis and boxing. Finally, his academic achievements and the opinions of his examiners (‘you have failed to satisfy the examiners in the following subjects: All subjects’) seemed to do much to settle any ambitions Charles may have had about academic life. He returned to the land.


Older brother Andrew had shown a more natural inclination towards the farm. His ambition had been realised when he was still at school and his father had allowed him to leave early to fulfil it. Sister Kitty had already found Sydney more interesting than life on the Downs and was nursing at Royal North Shore Hospital.


Mackie, deprived of the tertiary opportunities lavished on one brother and eschewed by the other, was now wrenched unexpectedly from the last three and a half years of her childhood. Her future seemed a blank. She had no wish to be a nurse like sister Kitty, there were no domestic stirrings in her breast and suspecting that her father’s motive had something to do with work in an office, she regarded the future with a degree of portent. She was instructed that she was to go to Toowoomba, to the house D.C. had built for his wife Jeannie.




Three


It was 1931.


Mackie strained to see the house as the car rumbled over a cattle grid and turned to the right for 100 yards. Then, there it was – the house called Skye. Surrounding the timber building of some 20 squares were 48 acres of grassland, enough to give the appearance of a farm. After a short ride along the brick-red volcanic dirt road one reached the first houses on the outskirts of Toowoomba, which with a population not yet exceeding 20 000, aspired to rather than claimed the status of a city.


At Skye, D.C. had sunk a bore and put a Southern Cross windmill over it to draw water for a few sheep and a couple of cows that were paddocked close to the house. The bucolic setting was contradicted by the presence of a golf course, reached by turning left over the grid instead of the right turn that led to the house. Only a short walk from the garden gate of Skye one could drive a ball down the golf course fairway.


In the garden of the new house stepmother Jeannie had planted a jacaranda, a pin oak, camellias and some bony-limbed crepe myrtle. Sunny afternoons were spent gardening with a backdrop of distant Table Top Mountain, its slab sides and grassy crater swept constantly by moving purple shadows and bursts of sunlight as clouds sailed across the sun, following the updrafts from the mountain escarpment. In winter, the garden, the windmill, the house and the brick-red earth banks in the road cuttings became mute, dark and secret as a grey and granular fog settled over the whole of Middle Ridge. At these times, Skye was a secret place, an island of quiet where now and then a shudder of darkened brush box and camphor laurel would release a scud of water drops on to the carpet of fallen leaves. It was to this island of quiet that Mackie McWilliam came home.


In the detached way that her father had of communicating with her she had been told to go from school to Toowoomba where a job awaited her and where she would be expected to learn accountancy. At NEGS, the sporting curriculum had recognised that the daughters of people who could afford the school would certainly be able one day to afford membership of a golf club and Mackie had brought with her a good set of clubs and a sound grounding in the game. The golf fairway near the Skye front gate was an unexpected escape for her energy and a tonic for the pallor of her sudden exile from the beloved New England school.


But although she regarded the golf course with some enthusiasm, Mackie was not happy at Skye. She was not happy in accountancy either, and not comfortable in the house, which was run meticulously under the careful and austere eye of Jeannie.


In the mornings, an unreliable green Rowbotham’s bus found the 17-year-old waiting alone near the grid to take a circuitous journey through the red dirt streets of the mountain city, eventually putting her down in Margaret Street, near the office of T. H. Ludgate, Accountants. A pound a week from her father paid for the transport and her living costs, leaving her free to spend as she would the weekly wage of six and eightpence she was paid by Mr Ludgate. The green bus was often without its usual Middle Ridge passenger, whose devotion to early morning practice saw her on a distant fairway instead of standing by the yellow-painted wooden post that marked the bus stop.


T. H. Ludgate may have been prepared to condone lateness for work but D.C. McWilliam was not, and he applied the same rule to a recalcitrant daughter as he would to a hired man in a shearing shed. If Mackie would miss the bus, she would no longer need the pound. Then, having withdrawn the unsound investment, his commercial instinct came into play and he looked for a better way to use the pound. He bought his daughter a BSA motorbike. She in turn matched her father’s adventurous spirit. She rode the motorbike to work, but not before she had put it to good use on the fairway of the golf course, riding it to recover her early morning practice balls.


A surprising discovery in the austere accountant’s office was that the genial Mr Ludgate quite approved of golf. In return for her talent, if not her enthusiasm for accountancy, he encouraged her to play more, provided she made up for the leisure time at the end of the financial year when a special effort was needed for the late delivery of the accounts of O’Brien’s Flour Mill or other tasks imposed by Miss Griffin, the head clerk.


It was the interval time in life, just before the commencement of the main event. It was the time when the young mind realises that the learning at school is only an amusement and life demands some effort be made to pay the first instalments on the amusement. That, at least, would have been how her father saw it. He was a generous man, but he hoped that duty should always reward generosity.


It was not that Mackie did not get on with her father. He was the tall patriarch whose loftiness above her own small frame seemed to physically isolate him from her every bit as much as did his distant mien. Those family members who had taken the trouble to read the family history had noted that a genetic trait often mentioned was the ‘McWilliam nose’. In extremis, it was said to be long and thin, with a prominent bridge. It was a feature of distinction – handsome even, among the male members of the family. In Mackie, it could be said to be not so much handsome as Grecian, an appealing attribute accentuated by her wide expressive mouth and her dark hair parted slightly to the left of middle of her high brow. Those who might incur her displeasure would recognise the signal of impending quick temper with the pursing of that expressive mouth. But she was small and feminine and her father was very tall, very thin and very distant and seemed to employ the austerity of his physical features – the nose, the height, the acerbic mien – to his advantage. Mackie simply found him remote.


Worse, this patriarch with the lofty nose was now plotting the course of her life and his strong hand was on the helm. Her concern was that he would take her too far along his course, just as he had plotted for her a commercial career. Soon it would be too late for her to take her own future in hand. But respecting him as she did, she also worried that she would be a disappointment to him if she changed course.


Mackie did not get on with her stepmother, Jeannie. Their outlook on life was totally different. Besides, Jeannie had so many nieces and nephews that when they all came to visit Skye, Mackie had to give up her room and sleep in the laundry. She was sure she must leave Skye and begin at least the first step in the direction she would eventually choose for herself. When D.C. and Jeannie went to Tasmania for a holiday, she went to stay at Cowden Knowes, a stately and genteel verandahed boarding house in Margaret Street opposite the grammar school. She would not return to Skye.


At Cowden Knowes she made new friends and enjoyed her independence. She found the environment of accountancy was inhabited by friends in allied professions. Malcolm Wright working in a nearby law office and finding Mackie at the boarding house swapped tales of his schooling at the grammar across the road with this girl from NEGS and spoke of a vague ambition he had of becoming a patrol officer in New Guinea. Cowden Knowes had become the halfway house where Mackie could consider her future without the strictures of life with Jeannie and the dependence on her father. She needed to consider whether she was to become an accountant just because it was part of her father’s design.
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