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Foreword




On being asked to pen this foreword to this semi-autobiographical work on the life of Sir James Rowland, my first thoughts were to reflect on my own knowledge of Sir James’s life. This is the man whom I have had the privilege to follow in the footsteps of some 40 years after his retirement from the Air Force.


It is somewhat serendipitous that I should be drafting the forward of the autobiography of a former Chief of the Air Staff who left the Air Force in the very year I joined the organisation. Having joined the Air Force in 1979 as a cadet, my knowledge of Sir James at the time was somewhat limited. Looking back, I am now struck by the fact that just as I was starting out on my Air Force career, Sir James had already enjoyed a full and varied service career. By 1979 he had served in World War II, the Korean and Vietnam Wars, had flown with Bomber Command as part of the elite Pathfinder Force and had endured life as a prisoner of war.


As if that service history was not enough, Sir James had also been one of our most experienced and respected test pilots, had risen to be the Air Force’s most senior engineer and rose yet further to become the Chief of his service. This is a truly remarkable and unique achievement in the history of the Air Force. For most, achieving the pinnacle position of just one area of Air Force specialisations is remarkable. To have achieved prominence in three very different spheres of endeavour within the Air Force is a feat which is unlikely to be repeated anytime soon. Sir James Rowland was indeed a very influential man.


The life and career of Sir James reads at times like a Boys Own Annual story, however for all of his adventures and at times misadventures, there was a gravitas to his achievements that I cannot help but admire. He has a reputation as a well-respected Chief who worked tirelessly to ensure the RAAF was not only well equipped for its time but importantly well led. In 1979 I was only vaguely aware of the changes to the organisational structure of Defence arising from the Tange Report, and knew very little of the challenges that these changes posed to the leadership of the Air Force and the other Services, and which Sir James was confronted with implementing.


As this book reveals, Sir James was much more than just the Chief of the Air Staff and the Governor of New South Wales. Through this work the reader is given a first-hand account of the formative years of Sir James’s life growing up in country New South Wales, venturing into Sydney for his schooling, and then his studies in engineering at the University of Sydney. This engineering basis was to become pivotal as he progressed through his Air Force career after World War II running the technical services and engineering branches of the Service. It shaped his approach as a test pilot as well as being central to the selection and acquisition of the Mirage fighter. It was also later to be the subject of senior Defence deliberations as to whether an engineer who was also a pilot could become the Chief of the Air Staff.


Rowland’s wartime exploits as a pilot who passed through the Empire Air Training Scheme in Canada before eventually joining 635 Squadron Pathfinders in Europe are a compelling read. I will leave it the reader to ponder how a gregarious and adventurous trainee could navigate the temptations of youthful exuberance and the consequences of the Air Force discipline system and still be promoted to be the Chief of his service.


In reflecting upon the period of Sir James as the Governor of New South Wales between 1981 and 1989, he demonstrated the intellectual prowess and moral fortitude for which he was so well respected. This work sheds light on his efforts as a true constitutional representative for the people of New South Wales and his pivotal role in ensuring that the Government was held to the standards of good governance.


I am privileged to be entrusted with the leadership of the Royal Australian Air Force, something that Sir James was exceptionally proud to be part of. It is therefore with great pleasure that I highly recommend this story of Sir James’s life, told predominantly through his own words.



Air Marshal Gavin ‘Leo’ Davies AO, CSC


Former Chief of Air Force
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Five former CAS 
From left: Neville McNamara, Jake Newham, David Evans, 
Ray Funnell, Jim Rowland




Introduction




My father died in 1999. He began two-finger typing the majority of what is contained in this book quite literally the day he was diagnosed with terminal lung cancer, but it took me years to read it. It was only after my mother died in 2011 that I did and the first question I asked myself was ‘why has it taken me so long?’ And ‘why I had not made moves to get the story completed and published whilst she was alive?’


This began a journey for us as a family to give voice to my father’s words, and Professor Geoffrey Blainey was instrumental in helping us do this by introducing me to Dr Peter Yule. It didn’t take long before I realised that Peter was the perfect person to partner with my father in telling his story, and thankfully Peter willingly accepted the challenge.


What you will read in the pages that follow is one man’s reflections on his life and how he interprets the changes going on around him. My father was always a Pathfinder, not just in terms of his Second World War service, but also as an integral part of the early decades developing military aviation, his non-traditional path to leading the Royal Australia Air Force, and his taking up of Vice Regal duties in New South Wales.


He was also a Prisoner, both literally during his captivity in Germany, but of the systems around him as he struggled to deal with the challenges and frustrations of senior management. He dealt with this through persistence and courage but also a determination to be authentic and not be captured by empty social pretentiousness. When my father’s Vice Regal appointment was announced all of our neighbours started calling him the ‘Gumboot Governor’ which was a perfect description because it was his down to earth approach to life that was often credited as leading to his success.


Above all my father was a Servant Leader.


The combined voices of my father and Peter Yule create a compelling story, and one that I am proud to share with all who will read this book.


Many people contributed to the realisation of this book, all of whom I would like to thank, but one deserves particular mention and that is Air Marshal Jake Newham. Jake helped kick off this process through his encouragement and assistance in navigating the corridors of power and to him we are deeply grateful.


I would also like to thank Peter Yule for his patience, persistence and enthusiasm throughout the process - his words here are as important as my father’s.



Anni Rowland-Campbell


October 2020
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1.


The Rowland Family in Australia





My parents both came from pioneering families, though I know a good deal more of my mother’s family than of my father’s. Of the Rowlands, the first tangible evidence is a certificate dated in the early 1800s, entitling James Rowland (born in 1789), gentleman, of Antony in Cornwall to plead at the Inns of Court in London. In 1827 he married a Miss Elizabeth Phillips (born 1799), whose father apparently lost his money in Spanish Bonds about the time of Waterloo. James, Elizabeth and their two sons, James and Henry, decided to migrate to Australia, but James died soon after arriving in Sydney in 1839, leaving his widow and two young sons alone in a strange country.


Elizabeth and her sons lived in York Street, and we have a book prize won by Henry at a school in Pitt Street in 1840. James went out into the colonial world at 15, in the early 1840s, and we know little of his early life. Henry got gold fever, went to the ‘diggings’ in Victoria and disappeared, aged 18. James apparently had land at Wollondilly and Kurrajong, and was engaged as a young man to a girl who was subsequently murdered. He had an interest in the building of the ship Coolangatta, which was built on the Shoalhaven, and traded up and down the New South Wales coast before being wrecked at the mouth of the Tweed River in 1846, giving its name to the town of Coolangatta.


James Rowland then moved up to the Tweed, near the Queensland border, where he had a property called ‘The Bamboos’ just out of Murwillumbah, with three tenant farmers, and was in the party which



first climbed Mount Warning, that dramatic peak Captain James Cook had first named from the sea in 1770. In 1880, at the ripe old age of 52, he married Anna Laura Nixon, and they had four sons and a daughter before he died of pneumonia in the winter of 1890. My father, Louis Claude, born on 6 May 1882, was the second son, his brothers being James Guy, Paul Russell and Henry Lindsay, the Russell coming from Anna’s grandmother, Anna Russell. She came from the family of the Dukes of Bedford and had married the Reverend Robert Nixon.


The Nixons were originally from the Scottish border country, before moving to Norfolk. In the late 18th century, Reverend Robert Nixon was vicar of North Cray, Kent, and a brother of his was a wealthy silk merchant in Liverpool. Robert’s son George worked with his uncle, who was a bachelor, and George expected to inherit his fortune. However, his uncle’s will bequeathed his fortune to his butler. George was naturally incensed about this, and planned to take the matter to Chancery, but then read Charles Dickens’ cautionary tale, ‘The Circumlocution Office’, and said he’d ‘be damned if he’d sell his daughters into Chancery’, as they would not have been allowed to marry until they were 25 if the estate was in Chancery.1 So George Nixon, my great-grandfather, sold out of the business and came to Australia with £20 000 in 1861. He set up at Tumut, owning Brungle Station at one time, I believe, but then, deciding that ‘Australia was no fit country for a gentleman’, left his family and went to live in Italy with his brother Francis, who had been the first Bishop of Tasmania.2 Australia was, apparently, an adequate country for a lady and his children, who included my grandmother Anna. In the end, George returned, and died on the Tweed.


Anna’s mother was a Dougan, and she had four brothers and two sisters. One brother, Louis Nixon, who died in the Solomon Islands, was one of the early island traders. It may have been his example which inspired his nephew Claude, my father, with the idea of going to sea, which in those days provided the great adventure.






James, my grandfather, having expired, left his wife Anna with five young children to bring up. Most of her money was in shares in the Australian Joint Stock Bank, then considered a safe investment, but it turned up its toes in the bank smash of 1893, and she had to pay calls for the next four years, which practically ruined her.3 This, of course, was a major contributor to Claude deciding to fly the coop and make his own way, which he did in 1897 at the age of 14 or 15. One day he rode off to Brisbane, where he found the three-masted iron barque Ardencraig alongside in the river, persuaded its American skipper, Captain Trask, that he needed an extra hand, and off he went to sea.


Thus began an adventurous life, first in sailing ships, including voyages round Cape Horn, and back and forth from Australia to England and to America, North and South. I still have a clear memory of his description of the approach from the sea to one of the Chilean ports, Callao or Santiago, in which he spoke of seeing the high Andes floating disembodied above the clouds long before they made their landfall on the coast. He got his Master’s ticket in sailing ships at the tender age of 18—though I doubt there was a great deal of tenderness at sea at that time. He then moved with the times into steamships, spending some years on the China coast, and developing a great respect and liking for the Chinese people. When we were children, sitting after dinner at ‘Morunda’ in what we called the glass-room, with its little iron stove going full blast in the freezing New England winter evenings, he would tell us stories of those days, of pirates at sea and leave on shore in Shanghai and Whangpoa, and duck-shooting expeditions up the majestic rivers. These invariably began with the atlas; he would give us the name of a town or a river or an estuary, and the story would only begin when we had found the place on the map. As a result, geography and familiarity with other countries became part of our lives, giving us a taste for adventure which led us on to interesting paths later.






While first mate of a ship in Shanghai, Claude received his first offer of a command. The ship was in Liverpool, in England, and instead of taking passage in another ship, as would be expected, he decided to travel by the Trans-Siberian Railway. The journey to St. Petersburg took two months, and must have been quite fascinating, but when he finally got to Liverpool, he found that the shipping company had gone broke, and the job no longer existed. So he went down to London and canvassed the shipping companies for a position. Eventually he decided to join the Royal Navy, beginning a period of his life which he greatly enjoyed.


His first ship, after the Navy had satisfied itself as to his professional capabilities, was the cruiser HMS Psyche, which he joined in 1901, shortly before it went on an extended tour on the West Indian Station. In 1903 Psyche was sent to join the Australian Squadron, and my father received his commission as a sub-lieutenant in 1910. On the formation of the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) in 1911, Psyche was transferred from the Royal Navy to the RAN. At the same time Australians already serving in the Royal Navy were invited to apply for secondment, or to join the brand new RAN. My father elected secondment, remaining a member of the Royal Navy.


In 1912 my father was sent to England as a member of the crew which commissioned the first HMAS Melbourne, a cruiser, at the builder’s shipyard in Birkenhead. Some 65 years later, when I was Chief of Staff of the Royal Australian Air Force, I was able, at a dinner at sea, to present the original Mess President’s gavel from the first Melbourne, given to the ship by its builders on her commissioning, to the captain of the aircraft carrier that then bore the name. My father had been given the gavel by the ship’s wardroom at the end of World War I when he left her, as he and his friend ‘Snowy’ Carr had alternated as President of the Mess for most of the ship’s war service. It is made of lignum vitae, a very hard African wood then used for ships’ bearings, with silver and bronze fittings.
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James Rowland and his father, Louis Claude Rowland







Melbourne arrived in Australian waters in March 1913 and my father was promoted to lieutenant soon after. When World War I broke out, the ship joined with the rest of the Australian fleet in searching for the German East Asia Squadron and it took part in the capture of several German colonies in the Pacific. It was part of the escort of the first ANZAC convoy to Egypt, but was diverted to the Atlantic to search for a German cruiser. During 1915 and the first half of 1916, Melbourne was assigned to the North America and West Indies Station, patrolling the western Atlantic from Canada to Brazil. In August 1916 she joined the British Grand Fleet stationed at Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands, but too late to be part of the fleet’s only major encounter with the German High Seas Fleet, at the Battle of Jutland in May 1916. Melbourne remained part of the Grand Fleet until the end of the war, and took part in the ceremonial surrender of the German fleet in late November 1918. After the war my father served for relatively short periods on HMAS Brisbane, Australia and Canberra, before retiring from the navy with the rank of Lieutenant Commander in April 1921.


My parents had married in Scotland during the war. When it became apparent that there would not be a place for my father in the shrunken peacetime Navy, they opted for a return to New England and the land.


Here my mother’s family had its roots, and here they had first met before the war, when my father was home on leave staying with his Bigg cousins on their nearby property, ‘Thalgarra’. They had both had a pretty harrowing war in Britain, my mother a VAD (volunteer nurse), my father at sea in the North Atlantic, and I expect that a grazier’s life and a return to the simple and peaceful bush existence seemed attractive. So ‘Morunda’ was found, and purchased on the advice of my Wright uncles, who each had a property in the district. It was a rocky, scrubby piece of country with a harsh winter, and this gave rise to some angst, as my father really knew nothing of the intricacies and





imperatives of trying to run sheep in such conditions, nor of the pitfalls that awaited him. My uncles, being countrymen of the district, didn’t see that there could be a problem.
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Elsie Wright, Jim Rowland’s mother, in her wartime VAD nurse’s uniform







So my father’s neighbour, old Mr Mulligan, became his mentor and friend, and gradually he learned, but at times there was strain in the house. It is difficult for city people to comprehend the frustration and hopelessness of drought, when there is just not enough feed to keep stock alive, of depression when you can’t sell what has taken the whole year to produce, of freezing winters when the lambs are dying of cold and there is nothing that you can do about it. I am sure that there were times when my father missed his shipmates and his quite different life at sea so much that, given half a chance, he would have bailed out, but he was committed.






Endnotes


1 The Circumlocution Office’ was published in 1856 as Chapter 10 of Little Dorritt.


2 For the life of Bishop Nixon, see WR Barrett, ‘Nixon, Francis Russell’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 2, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1967, pp. 285—88. Nixon fathered 13 children with his three wives.


3 For the failure of the Australian Joint Stock Bank, see Michael Cannon, The Land Boomers, 2nd paperback edition, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1995, p. 127. In the late 19th century most public companies had a high nominal capital but a low paid-up capital, meaning their shares were only partly paid. For example, if a company had £1 shares, perhaps only 5 shillings might be ‘paid-up’, leaving shareholders liable to have the remaining 15 shillings called up if and when the company required more capital. This was intended to provide a company with large reserve funds, which would, in normal circumstances, remain unused, but if the company ran into difficulties the uncalled capital could be called up, and calls were legally enforceable. As land prices fell in the early 1890s and the economy fell into a deep depression, companies began to call up their capital, and most shares became liabilities, rather than assets. Even when a company was wound up, shareholders would be pursued by the liquidator for the unpaid capital on their shares. The liability for calls became a torment for all shareholders and the greatest single reason for insolvencies in the early 1890s. Observers of the share market in 2008-09 saw a similar effect with shares in a Brisbane toll road, where liability for calls caused great angst among people who had bought ‘bargain’ shares without being aware that the shares were not fully paid up.








2.


George Wyndham and His Family


On my mother’s side of the family, the first to arrive in Australia was George Wyndham, who was a younger son of a prominent family from Dinton, in Wiltshire, headed by Lord Leconfield. He was educated for the Church and was intended to take a living held by the family, but refused to settle to life in England, saying he wanted somewhere where there was more elbow room. George was a restless soul, and a keen traveller. He went first to Canada, but only stayed about a year before deciding it was too cold and returning to England. Then he developed an abiding interest in viniculture, and spent a year travelling round Europe, learning all he could. On these travels, he fell ill in Rome, where he knew no-one. Walking dejectedly in the sun on Christmas Day 1825, he ran by chance into an old school friend, who was travelling with his sister and some friends, and they invited him to join their party. With them was one Margaret Jay, and by the time they had seen the sights of Rome together, gone on to explore Naples, and turned homeward, George and Margaret were engaged, ‘if her father consented’. Mr Jay was then living in Brussels, and there, on 26 April 1827, in the British Ambassador’s Chapel, they were married. Margaret was 18.




George then determined to try his hand in Australia. He returned to Dinton with his bride and began his preparations. He knew relatively little about conditions in Australia, or what to expect, except that it was newly settled and sparsely populated, and that creature comforts and even necessities would not be easy to come by. He sailed, complete





with bride, books, furniture, plant stock, tools, wine, horses, sheep and some Hereford cattle, in the George Horne in August 1827.


In both Spain and Cape Town he bought more vine cuttings, to add to those he already had, and he also bought some more sheep. After over three months at sea they arrived at Hobart Town, which poor Margaret, already pregnant, was so glad to see that George had considerable difficulty persuading her to proceed further. But George, notwithstanding the good reception his Southdown sheep had received, was not really taken with Tasmania, and wanted to move on. At last, just after Christmas 1827, they arrived in Sydney. There he heard of the auction of a property at Branxton, on the Hunter River, a block of 2000 acres, on a hundred-year lease. This reportedly could be reached by means of a schooner to Newcastle (then known as Coal Cliff), then a barge up the river or a ride of 30 miles or so. There were apparently one or two congenial neighbours, and some work had already been done in clearing the land, though there was no house as yet. He journeyed up to inspect it with a couple of companions and decided to buy it.


Nine months later, a relative in England wrote to George: ‘Mr Macarthur says in a letter to a mutual friend that Mr G Wyndham has made a most prudent and advantageous purchase of a remarkably fine small estate.’ Letters at this time averaged about five months to cover the distance from England to Australia, and so it must have been quite difficult to keep track of what had been sent or said. Much of the correspondence between ‘Dalwood’, as George named his property, and Dinton between 1827 and 1853 can be found in the Mitchell Library in Sydney, and in the New England University archives, and fascinating reading it makes. From the letters we get a wonderful picture, not only of the characters of the various members of the family, but also of country life in England and a pioneer’s life in the infant colony at the time.






The Wyndhams took passage in a schooner to carry them and all the goods and chattels they had brought with them over the 80-odd mile sea voyage to Newcastle, including the Herefords (the first Hereford cattle in mainland Australia), some Southdown rams and some Merinos, vine-cuttings and shrubs, seeds and grain, a piano for Margaret, tools and guns, bolts of canvas and cloth, nails and screws, a hogshead or two of good red wine and port, I imagine, and all the other things they would need in the wilderness. At Newcastle they then transferred the whole household, including the eight assigned convicts, cattle, vines and provisions, to a barge for the 30-odd mile trip upriver. Eventually they reached George’s land, not far from where the village of Branxton now stands, 2000 acres of quite good-looking country with some frontage to the Hunter River.


First he built a slab hut for the family, and a defensive stockade round it, for, although George never in fact had any trouble with the Aborigines, at that time he simply didn’t know what might eventuate. Next came fences to contain the cattle, and slab huts were built for the convicts. That done, George set about planting his beloved vines on the fertile river flats around the site he had selected for his future permanent house.


The planning and design of this house was to occupy George’s thoughts for some time. It was to be quite large, and a building of lasting beauty, for he had little thought of making his pile and returning to England, but rather of founding a family that would grow and prosper in the new land. It was to be of Italianate design, like some of the gentlemen’s houses he had seen on his travels through Europe, with a flat roof where the family might escape to find cool relief in the summer evenings. The flat roof was later found to be impractical, as it was too difficult to keep waterproofed, and a pitched roof, giving an attic, was built over it. It was in this attic, seldom used, that the sack of Dinton-’Dalwood’ letters was found many years later.






From ‘Dalwood’, George went on long exploring expeditions, and took up stations on the Liverpool Plains, the MacIntyre and Clarence Rivers, and later at Bukkulla, near Inverell, where he also planted a vineyard. Sometimes he took his family with him, and travelled with flocks and herds, like Abraham. He had a special waggon built, with springs and canvas cover, for his wife and children, and this and other supply waggons were drawn by bullocks. Wheels for the waggons, like most other things, had to be made on the spot, the hubs carved, the spokes shaved, the tyres wrought of hoop-iron and fire-welded or riveted. There was a flock of sheep for mutton, cows for milking, horses for riding, and a special kitchen waggon for the cook. A letter from one of his granddaughters gives a graphic picture of these expeditions:


Grandpapa used to ride ahead sometimes for a day, to find a track for the drays: then he would take men with axes to clear the track. They came over the Moonbis1 in this way, and my mother never forgot the first feeling of the cool, clear air of the Tableland. The children enjoyed these expeditions, but poor Grandmama must have suffered, as there was always a little baby. I have always understood that she was the first white woman on the Clarence where they went on one of these expeditions. My Mother told me that they were always in fear of the blacks on the Clarence, and always went armed. One day their camp was surrounded by blacks, and the women and children had to remain hidden in the tents and waggons all day, while the armed men watched the blacks but did not molest them, and they all disappeared when night came. My Mother spoke of the beautiful shrubs and timber on the Clarence. They came to the sea one day, and the cattle all rushed down to the shore: but as soon as they tasted the salt water they turned and rushed back to





the camp. They used to be away on these expeditions for a year or two, and then return to ‘Dalwood’, and my Mother could remember how delightful it seemed to get home to civilization and a piano.


Grandmama used to teach the children, sitting in her spring dray. My Mother learned Italian, and, of course, fluent French; but music had to be neglected while they were away. Grandmama was a wonderful woman. She was not adapted by character or bringing up for an Australian pioneer’s life, but she acted her part like a heroine. She was always afraid of animals and insects and creeping things, as I could remember when she was an old woman; what horror she must have experienced when she first settled in Australia as a girl.


George and Margaret had 14 children, two girls and 12 boys, of whom 10 survived to adulthood. There was indeed a time in the 1850s when it was said that George with his 10 sons comprised one of the most formidable cricket teams in the colony. George and Margaret both died in 1870.


One of the Wyndham girls, Weeta, married Arthur Mackenzie, a horse-dealer and aspiring pastoralist from the Hunter Valley, and the couple had five children, including Charlotte May (always called ‘Ninnah’), born in 1855. In 1865 Arthur Mackenzie took up a property called ‘May Downs’, inland from Rockhampton on the Isaacs River, and the whole family went north. But things went bad very quickly and the family returned to ‘Dalwood’ without having got past Rockhampton. The mortgage on ‘May Downs’ was foreclosed, and Mackenzie was left bankrupt and ruined. The family returned to the Hunter, where they lived in a cottage near ‘Dalwood’ in what were described as ‘straitened circumstances’.






Ninnah’s story, and how she came to ‘Wongwibinda’, has been well told by my cousin, Judith Wright, in her book The Generations of Men.2 Suffice it to say here that, having been brought up in comfort on the Hunter, in 1872 Ninnah married Albert Wright, the son of a successful Hunter Valley farmer, and they went off full of optimism to take up land on the Dawson River, inland from Rockhampton.


This venture was not a success—their son Albert died young, the climate was debilitating and Ninnah’s health suffered. The district was stricken by drought, and a new venture in the Gulf country was a disaster. After years of struggle, they gave up and came south to New England, where they took up a property they named ‘Wongwibinda’ (meaning ‘stay here always’), on high country about 50 miles east of Armidale, which held all their hopes. Here Albert built a house, which still stands, planted many chestnuts and oaks and elms and willows on the creek, and made a garden with a heart-shaped lawn for his wife. They had six children, two girls and four boys, though sadly the eldest boy, named Albert after his father, died in 1884 aged only nine. My mother, Elsie, was the second youngest, being born in 1881.


After several hard years fighting debts and dingoes, their financial situation improved, but tragedy struck in 1890 when Albert died, aged only 50, leaving Ninnah with five children aged from two to 17. She was determined to keep ‘Wongwibinda’ and, helped by rising wool prices, was able to do so, even buying a nearby property, ‘Wallamumbi’. By the early 1900s the family was financially secure and Ninnah was able to send the children away to school and take them on overseas trips, going to exotic locations including Java, Ceylon and Japan, as well as Britain and Europe. 


---









Little is known of Elsie Wright’s early life. If James Rowland knew any stories of her life at ‘Wongwibinda, her schooling or what she did after school, he did not include them in his memoir. This brief account is based on stories remembered by her great-nieces, Elizabeth and Angela, the daughters of James Rowland’s sister Elizabeth. They recalled that Elsie’s mother was very domineering, and enjoyed having her children at home. Neither the eldest daughter, Weeta, nor the eldest surviving son, Arthur, ever married, while Cecil and Elsie only married in their thirties. Elsie’s grandchildren think she was largely educated at home, probably with an emphasis on literature, as she could quote at length from Shakespeare and the great poets. Music must have been an important part of Elsie’s childhood, as she was an accomplished pianist—to concert pianist standard—and she probably helped with the cooking, as she was a good cook in the English tradition.


There are no stories of Elsie’s activities in the decade before World War I, except that it is known that she met Claude Rowland and her mother disapproved of him as a suitor. In 1916, Claude’s ship joined the Grand Fleet based at Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands, and Elsie decided to follow him to Britain and work as a VAD, even though it was against her mother’s wishes. This suggests that Elsie inherited much of her mother’s determination and strength of character. Her mother never forgave Elsie’s rebelliousness, and even perpetuated her anger against her own grandchildren—at Christmas she only gave the Rowland children boiled lollies, while their Wright cousins received generous presents.











Endnotes


1 The Moonbi Range, which rises abruptly 2000 feet to the New England Tableland just north of Tamworth.


2 Judith Wright, The Generations of Men, first published by Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1959 and reprinted in paperback by ETT Imprint in 1995.











3.


‘Morunda’


Isuppose in these days of urban Australia ours would be considered an unusual childhood, even though we would have had no idea what you meant. We grew up on what was known as a station, or a property, or, even more usually, a place. We were relatively isolated, with our nearest neighbours being about half a mile away, and theirs the only house in sight; the next perhaps 3 miles away. Consequently, we were pretty self-contained and made most of our own fun, as there were no other kids about. I was born on 1 November 1922. My sister Elizabeth was four years older than me, and my brother John two years younger, so when she later went off to boarding school in Armidale, John and I roamed the countryside together.


Our old weatherboard house had been cobbled together from elements of two others, so, though comfortable, it was no architect’s masterpiece. The main structure consisted of two parallel gabled sections about 20 feet apart, joined by the front verandah, which faced north, and two rooms and a hall behind it. Here we breakfasted in all but the coldest months, looking out over the wide lawn, down the drive of large and venerable pines and over the antbed tennis court to the creek about half a kilometre away. Beyond it, perhaps another half kilometre, was the Armidale-Grafton road and our mailbox. Over the steps which led up from the lawn was a pergola made from logs cut from local stringybark, and on it grew a venerable and prolific mauve wisteria and a grape vine, providing a shady haven on hot summer





days. At breakfast time it was a lovely place, with the dew sparkling in the early sun like diamond drops in the crystal mountain air.
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Jim Rowland and his sister Elizabeth c. 1924






To the east of the eastern gabled section, which contained my parents’ bedroom, a dressing room, and an old bathroom, my father built a long verandah about 10 feet wide and the length of their room plus his little dressing room, perhaps 25 feet. Here we slept all three until Eliza was about 12, when she was given a bedroom of her own behind the front verandah. The verandah was enclosed with weatherboards up to about waist height, leaving wide openings above. With his sailmaker’s skills dadden1 made heavy canvas curtains which rolled down to cover the openings above the rail. Though in a heavy storm they banged about a bit, they could be securely lashed in place and kept out the rain very efficiently. They did not, of course, keep out the cold, and on winter mornings we would lie snug in bed and talk and listen to the magpies carol and watch the robin red-breasts and the wagtails pirouette on the white frost until the voice of authority summoned us. We looked out on the lawn to the north and the orchard to the east, so close that we lived with the frost and the flowers and the fruit and the birds.


The western gabled section of the house contained at the front the drawing room, which had a bow window and was seldom used except when Mum had an afternoon tea with ladies in hats, to which we were briefly summoned to say ‘how do you do?’ and then excused. Behind it was the dining room, where we always had dinner on the old solid red cedar table, extendable to seat 12 or more at Christmas and other such occasions. This room also had the telephone on the wall, my father’s desk, a large chiffonier where the silver lived, a dresser, and a bookshelf with a copy of Struwwelpeter [Shockheaded Peter], a German children’s book by Heinrich Hoffmann first published in 1845, bound volumes of Punch for the years 1913-1919 and many other books. On the chiffonier sat a sterling silver teapot on a stand carrying a spirit burner, a wedding present to my parents from the crew of the first HMAS Melbourne.






The back part of the house, leading out to the vegetable garden, the meathouse and the orchard, contained the big old kitchen with its wood-burning stove, a little bedroom known as the maid’s room, a pantry and a laundry at the back. Shearers and any other such itinerant workers (always called ‘the men’) ate at a large table in the kitchen, as did Bob, the old-aged pensioner who lived in a hut out the back. My parents used to have maids, but after a couple of incumbents, Mum decided that it was much less trouble to do their work herself, and found that if she did, her precious silver was much less likely to disappear. She also did all the cooking for ‘the men’, as well as for her family.


Few city people have the vaguest conception of the amount of sheer hard work undertaken by bush wives like my mother, nor of the way the whole operation of running a station depended on them. They complemented their husbands in the work of the place, and could often be found out mustering on a horse when needed. They fed everyone, they raised and taught their families, they were nurse and doctor to every person on the place, and at the same time they provided the civilising influence and feminine grace which enabled little savages like us later to take our places easily in the big world outside.


Perhaps one and two hundred metres away respectively were the big garage and the shearing shed. A lean-to attached to the garage contained fodder for the horses and cows in winter, and in it was a rather lethal hand-turned chaff-cutter and a large chaff bin. Sometimes when we were little we played in this bin, climbing into it over several bales of wool which always seemed to be stacked behind it, and I can still see the golden dust motes swirling in the beams of sunlight which found their way in through nail holes in the old tin roof.


At the back of the house was another trellis leading to the orchard, beside a 2000 gallon tank which, supplemented by two other smaller tanks, supplied the house with rainwater. This trellis was covered by a black muscatel grapevine, upon which huge green caterpillars fed in





the spring. It was our job to climb the pergola to pick the grapes, and many a muscatel went down ‘the red lane’ in the process.


Evenings were spent in an enclosed verandah built onto the western side of the house, known as the glass-room, which had a little iron stove for heating in winter and glass windows on its northern and western sides which were shaded by a huge cypress. Here we did our schooling during the day, and at night we drew or read, or sometimes played Five Hundred or Mah Jong, or listened to scratchy old records on Mum’s gramophone. Mum would sit in a cane chair in front of the table, and my father would doze in another at the end of a long day.


We began our education with our mother as our teacher. Then, when we were old enough, about seven, we enrolled in the Blackfriars Correspondence School, a government institution run from Sydney which provided primary education for bush kids. Lessons came by post in a foolscap manila envelope with a week’s work in it, divided into five separate days, to be done under parental supervision. They would be posted back for correction and marking at the end of the week and then returned duly marked, with comments in red ink, or occasionally a gold or silver star, if they were good enough. The trick was to get stuck into the week’s lessons as soon as they arrived; if you could finish them in three or four days, the rest of the week was free.


In the early 1930s, the old gaol in Armidale (now the Art Gallery) had been turned into a Teachers’ College, but in those depressed years, the young teachers had difficulty in finding places. So my parents offered a place at ‘Morunda’ where, in return for her bed and board and a small stipend, a young graduate would oversee our lessons. This arrangement worked very well, and two of the girls became great friends. Living with us, they taught us things beyond the school syllabus, such as the botanical names for plants, how to mix watercolours and oil paints and many other advanced concepts.


‘Morunda’ was some 3000 acres freehold of high, wide, cold granite country, 12 miles east of Armidale on the New England





tableland, some 3500 feet above sea level. On our southern boundary, Pat Hanlon, with his ever-increasing tribe of kids, eked out a living from seven or eight hundred acres of poor and scrubby Crown land he held under lease, and my father would find jobs for him from time to time to try and help a bit. To the east, we had one paddock of about 600 acres over the Metz road, and then the country continued to rise gradually, past ‘Wallamumbi’ where my uncle, Philip Wright, lived, until about 35 miles on, where it peaked at Point Lookout on the edge of the Great Divide. As I remember well from later flying days, this was 5280 feet, exactly 1 mile in the old measure, above the sea. We used to ride out there on our bicycles and camp and fish, much as our mother and her family had ridden up on horseback from her home at ‘Wongwibinda’ at the turn of the century. Up here, the clouds are very close and move rapidly across the sky, and summer storms can easily catch one far from shelter, but they are a dramatic sight to watch billowing high on the air currents sweeping up from the coast. I used to watch them soaring, snow white and pristine, and think what fun it would be to be able to ride up their dizzy heights and skitter round their battlements.


There was a trout hatchery on the River Styx, which ran clear and cold down from the summit through the lush mountain country, and it peopled the stream with fingerlings, which grew into rainbow trout, lurking under the grassy banks. In spring, the forest was gilded with wattle, and its heavy scent combined with that of red and white flowering gums and wildflowers and the green dank mosses to make that distinctive highland smell and feel that one never forgets. Fifty miles farther to the east, on a clear day, the sea itself could be seen at the edge of the dark green carpet of thick forest that fell away below the mountain to the coastal plain. In this forest still live native cats and other animals seldom seen, and great red cedars and other species elsewhere cut out or threatened by man’s depredations, saved by the remoteness and steepness of the land. For 60 years now, through the





initiative and efforts of my late uncle Philip Wright of ‘Wallamumbi’, this wonderful wilderness has been preserved as a national park. Legends of lost gold waiting to be found, and of dark deeds among prospectors, are still bruited down in the rough country below.


In the early 1930s the depression hit. I remember my father saying, ‘Right, we shall just have to live on what we grow’, and we did. My mother ground the grain and made the bread, we killed our own meat and grew our own vegetables, made our own preserves from the fruit of the orchard, milked our cows and made our own butter. We went to town only for those things that we could not make or grow ourselves, like kerosene for the lamps (electricity did not come until about 1948) and diesel for the shearing engine, and we reloaded our own ammunition. We were not nearly as dependent on petroleum fuel as people in the bush are these days. Ploughing, dam-digging, timbergetting, and other tasks requiring more power than a man could supply were done by two peaceful old draught horses.


I suppose we children were savages in a sense. We made our own toys, except for those made by our parents. A toy was to be cherished, and mended when it broke rather than discarded. There were three tall pines in the garden, and we competed to see how high we could climb. One in particular peaked in a single straight vertical leader, and we climbed until the trunk was 3 inches or less in diameter, swaying in the wind 70 feet up. Here we tied a piece of string to mark our feat. The rough country round ‘Morunda’ held many hidden steep and favourite places, peopled with invented friends and foes with whom to play or do battle.
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Jim, John and Eliza Rowland at Morunda, c. 1930


But I think we were educated savages. We knew a little of history, of drawing and of music. We knew a good deal about our language, and he who mispronounced a word, or misused it, was a subject for derision. We knew a great deal of geography, for both our parents had travelled widely, far beyond most of their generation, and, indeed, of ours.


‘Morunda’, of course, had other denizens. There was Vic Chaffey (also sometimes called Alf) and his wife Vi, who lived in a wooden hut over the creek from the woolshed. Vic was a wonderful horseman, having been brought up ‘down the Falls’ in the Hillgrove Gorge country, where the tableland fell away steeply to the coastal plain in steep chasms half a mile deep, some of the roughest country in Australia. Vic was our stockman and general factotum for years, until World War II came in 1939, whereupon he joined the Australian Imperial Force (AIF), fought and was wounded in the Middle East,





and returned to look after ‘Morunda’.. Vic was a real old Australian bushman, resourceful, brave, decisive and capable, a wonderfully kind monosyllabic character. He and my father would lean on the fence discussing the day’s doings:



‘Pretty dry down the River paddock, Vic.’


‘... Yairs’


‘D’you reckon we’ll get any rain out of this?’


‘. Nao.’


‘Reckon we’ll have to start feeding soon.’


‘. Yairs.’


‘I saw a fox (or a dawg, as a dingo was called) in the Appletree paddock last night.’


‘. Yairs?’ (with a rising inflexion)


‘We’d better set a trap for him.’


‘. Yairs.’ (with a falling inflexion)



Then there was Bob, an old-age pensioner who lived in a hut near the shearers’ quarters next to the forge, where horseshoes and hinges and hoes were made, and the white-hot metal threw brilliant fizzy sparks when it was hot enough to be hammer-welded on the anvil, dull red when it was ready to be quenched in a cloud of steam. Bob was no blacksmith—my father turned his hand to that, as well as most other jobs—but it was he who cooked up the rabbits or kangaroo meat on the fire in the forge to feed the dogs. Otherwise he inhabited the vegetable garden, where he did odd jobs for my mother in return for his keep. He had, I think, been a seaman at one time, and used to whittle. I remember a wooden puppet he made, which could be made to dance the hornpipe, and we thought it magic. Old Bob had a thick beard, and a pet sheep of vast proportions and evil temper called ‘Comaan’ that





used to terrorise us children. Bob would sing to himself as he dug the carrots or hoed the paths:



Cheer, boys, cheer, me muvver’s got a mangle,


Cheer, boys, cheer, I’m goin’ t’ turn the ’andle’.



And of course there were the animals. Rabbits were a curse, swarming in the paddocks and ruining the grass for the sheep, their buck teeth cropping the grass to its roots. A ruthless war was waged against them with rifle, poison, ferret and spade. Yet it seemed that whatever we did, they just continued to multiply and flourish. Kangaroos were tolerated and rather liked—though they are no rocket scientists—and left alone to smash the fences until they just became too numerous to tolerate. Then a kangaroo drive would be held, with a couple of the neighbours invited as shooters. I hated these, as did John, but we had to put a good face on it.


When the bloody business was over, there would be hides to tan with wattle-bark and brine, tail-sinews for bootlaces and bowstrings, and sometimes a tiny joey whose mother had been shot unintentionally. A sugarbag with an old blanket in the bottom would be hung under the grape-trellis outside the kitchen chimney, where the fire never went out, and here Jo-Jo would live, fed on milk and a little soft bread by us kids until the next spring came, when he would be quite large, very over-confident and playful, and beginning to feel the call of the wild. When not asleep in the sugarbag he would be tearing round the big orchard, or swinging by his front claws from the washing hanging on the clothes line, a form of antisocial behaviour which invariably attracted active disapproval from my mother. One year there was a joey who made friends with an old draught horse we had. He was seen one day swinging on the horse’s mane, with the old horse standing patiently by.






Then one night Joey would disappear, returning a week or a month later with that soft cough that kangaroos call with, and a bevy of nervous friends from the wild, their eyes shining bright in the torchlight. This would happen once, perhaps twice, then the wild would win, and Joey would appear no more.


Foxes would come, red quicksilver in the night, to steal the chickens, their eerie keening in the cold darkness sending chills down the spines of small boys sleeping on open verandahs. Worse was the harsher note of the occasional dingo, which would attract the undivided attention of my father and his twelve-bore shotgun. Dingoes, or ‘dawgs’, like the great wedge-tailed eagles, were bad news for sheep, particularly for young lambs, and would be pursued quite ruthlessly.


Alf one time on horseback met a dawg down ‘the Falls’, the very steep country from whence he came. He was unarmed at the time, but gave chase nonetheless. Eventually, ’e ran ’im down in a blackberry bush. ‘But what could you do, Alf?’ ‘Aw, I jumped orf me ’orse and I trampled ’im t’ death.’


Wombats and bandicoots were not plentiful—perhaps the granite and the cold were a bit much even for their Spartan constitutions. There were carp and platypus in the creeks, and the hardy eel, who in drought when the fish were dying on exposed sand would simply set off overland to the next water. There were snakes aplenty, mostly blacks and browns, with some tiger snakes and death-adders sunning on the rocks. People in the bush then reacted strongly to snakes, as nearly all of them were quite poisonous, and I doubt there was a housewife who didn’t have a .410 shotgun to hand and the unquestioned ability to use it. One of my memories of my grandmother Ninnah Wright, whom I barely remember as she died when I was about seven, is of her lying on a cane chaise-longue under the great cypress which hung over the drive at ‘Wongwibinda’ as John and I played nearby. Along came a large black snake, going about his business I suppose, but he frightened





the daylights out of us. Ninnah, who was in her mid-seventies, calmly rose from her chaise-longue, picked up a hoe, decapitated the snake, and returned to her chair without a word.


Then the birds, all our friends. Blue-necked kingfishers down by the creek, a flash as they dived on an iridescent dragonfly; dollar-birds in loping, phugoid flight; red and blue king-parrots; leatherheads; butcher-birds sharpening their knives; bell-birds filling the whole bush with their music; agile wagtails; whipbirds with their distinctive ‘Crack!’; rosellas and green lorikeets; rainbow parakeets by the cloud, all descending with glee on the apples and pears in the orchard; yelloweyed noisy miners that we used to call ‘squawk-birds’; flamboyant wagtails; delicate wrens from blue to redbreast to modest dun; wattlebirds in merging olive green; an occasional pink and grey galah; red-and yellow-breasted black cockatoos calling the rain; white sulphur-crests abusing everyone in sight; crows unfooled by a stick pretending to be a rifle, able to pick the glint of steel a mile off, soaring above us all in effortless flight; the wedgetail eagle and the whistling kite, watching for hapless prey; kookaburras, kings of the kingfishers, casting a watchful sidelong glare from a high branch, to drop like a stone on snake or worm or centipede or spider; and, the most beautiful of all, the maggies. There can be nothing in this world to compare in purity, in clarity, in melody, nothing that can complement the crystal air of an inland Australian sunrise in quite the same way as the magpies’ soaring chorus. One wonders what Beethoven or Mozart or the Romantic poets would have made of this song if they could have heard it. Beside it, the lark’s is a pussycat, a caterwaul!


And of course the native flowers and shrubs. Dead finish (Acacia tetragonophylla), a wizened thicket about as high as a man, made good arrows. Tea-tree, growing along the creekbeds, made good bowstaves. Beneath its pink flower and slender stem the yam had an edible, potato-like root. Purple fringed violets dotted the horse paddock in spring, and the young gums sprouted scarlet and gold new leaves; the





saplings rounded powder-blue ones. Dandelions and wild buttercups made a golden carpet, patches of purple snake-grass and of rusty sorrel patterned it. And the wattles—blue-leafed Cootamundra, the feathery green of black wattle, whose bark was so good for tanning skins, spiny wattle and stone wattle and the rest, all a glorious golden mass.


In summer and autumn, there were times when we boys would find a place in the paddocks where the yellowing grass was thick, and lie on our backs in the sun and wonder why the world was and where we would find our place in it, and idly watch the spidery fronds of the shivery-grass. It was at one of these times that we saw our first aeroplane, a tiny biplane putt-putting its way south. From this time I lost a bit of interest in ships and, fascinated by flight, started to make model aeroplanes. We take it all for granted nowadays, but in those days flying was the last great adventure, the last frontier to be explored, the last of the great challenges to man, and it was less than 30 years since, after all the centuries of endeavour, he had made his first semicontrolled leap from the ground at Kitty Hawk.


In January 1929, near the time of the Armidale Show, an aeroplane came to Armidale, landing on the Showground. It was possibly Bert Hinkler flying an Avro, perhaps an Avian, and it caused a great stir in the district, taking people for rides at 10 shillings a time. I went down to look at it, and fragile it looked, but 10 shillings was beyond us then.






Endnotes


1 Dadden was what James and his family called his father.








4.


School


Of course all good things must come to an end, and the happy, sheltered existence at ‘Morunda’ was one of them. At this stage, it was thought that I should go into the Navy, as I had not shown much aptitude for the land, and this would have pleased my father, who was still missing the companionship and the sea. So I knew all about the warships of the world’s navies, their names and tonnages and what their best speed was, how large and how numerous their guns and how thick their armour. I could picture in my mind the Great Surrender of the Imperial German Fleet in 1919, of which my father had a photograph, with the lines of warships stretching as far as the eye could see. He had written in the names of the major ships, and over a cloud of smaller ones he had written ‘100 German destroyers’.


For those who looked beyond their parochial horizons, these were disturbing times, and many, if not most of my father’s generation saw war coming ever closer as the months passed. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that we would be in it. It was an eerie feeling; the black cloud was there, looming over everyone, yet nobody beat their breast or complained of their lot; everyone just went on about their business, and loyalty to King and Country was taken for granted. This, it seems to me, is one of the characteristics of my generation which differed from those that followed it: for us the war was very real and, after the experience of the previous war, we understood what we were in for. We were scared, but we accepted our probable place in history, and the nation was united in a way that I have not seen approached since.






We went to Sydney about once a year, and my father used to visit his old shipmates who were still serving, so I was taken aboard Canberra, Perth, Sydney and Australia, all very dramatic for a small boy. The thought of seasickness never entered my head, for I had no concept of it. But I thought often of that flimsy little aircraft at Armidale sailing through the clouds, and that seemed to me a much more intriguing adventure. Of course, I didn’t know about airsickness then either!


On our way to Sydney, then still a two-day car journey, we would often stay the night at ‘Bickham’, a lovely old property belonging to my mother’s Uncle Harold and Aunt Ellie Wright, near ‘Murrurundi’, south of Tamworth. It had a real burning mountain—perhaps a smouldering coal seam down below—and a fine Aboriginal legend to go with it. ‘Bickham’ also had tame emus, which we found rather intimidating, and strange exotic aloe trees with cactus leaves, often planted for some reason, probably medicinal, by the early settlers.


Harold and Ellie’s elder son Max had served as a fighter pilot in the Australian Flying Corps (AFC) in France only 15 years before, and he had several books about the first ever war in the air, which greatly intrigued me, though he would not talk about his experiences.1 I still remember some of the pictures of brightly coloured wood and fabric biplanes whirling like a flock of disoriented birds, some trailing smoke and flame as they fell. If war came again, as my parents and most of their friends were certain it would within a few years, I thought my place would be in the air. But, for the present, what I really wanted to do was to design aircraft, sleek and beautiful things with flowing lines that would be capable of much greater speeds, carrying far more passengers and cargo much greater distances, than those of Cousin Max’s day—or even than the giants which I knew from the Sphere magazine were already being built. This was the leading edge of the technology, and this was where I wanted to be.






My parents kept themselves aware of what was going on in the world by means of the Sydney Morning Herald, which came a day late, the Armidale Express, which had the local and rural news, and two English magazines, the Sphere and Blackwood’s. Occasionally the Illustrated London News and the Economist would appear, and, of course, the Bulletin and Punch. Blackwood’s had lots of stories of life and adventure in Africa and India and exploration in Antarctica and such places, and of course these fired our imaginations. They also, subtly, made it less likely that I would stay on the land. I’m sure my father didn’t do this consciously, it was just that his interests still lay in the old life he had led.


I sat the exams for entry into the Royal Australian Navy in 1935 when I was 12. I passed well, but was then rejected on medical grounds as it was averred that I had flat feet. Our own Dr Austin in Armidale said this was nonsense, and the problem never reappeared in any of probably 40 rather more rigorous aircrew medical examinations I had in subsequent years. It did in any case seem that the capability for extensive walking was an attribute needed by the Army rather than the Navy. It was a put-down at the time, and a disappointment for my father which he never showed, but, though I was sorry for him, it was more of a relief for me. I believe the Navy doctor had had a falling out with my father and this might have influenced his assessment of my physique. It turned out to be the first of several great strokes of luck that I have had at critical points of my life.


In any case, there had now been another development. Each year, the local Citizen Military Force unit, the 12th Light Horse, held its camp, including military exercises and culminating in a gymkhana at the Armidale Showgrounds. In 1935 there was an exercise involving the 12th Light Horse and aircraft of the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF). The aircraft were Hawker Demons, sleek and graceful biplanes with pointed noses and burnished silver cowlings over their Rolls-Royce Kestrel engines. The Demons represented the ultimate





development of the biplane and fired my imagination. They operated for a week from the Chisholm’s Bull Paddock, and John and I would bicycle the 6 miles or so each day to watch them. The senior pilot was Flight Lieutenant Curly Davis, later a prisoner of war of the Japanese, who I got to know over a decade later in the RAAF.
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Jim Rowland making model aircraft


Fired with enthusiasm, I began to build models of aircraft, both flying models powered by rubber bands, and solid scale models that did not fly but were accurate representations of their full-scale counterparts. Those that flew were made from balsa wood and tissue paper, and the others were carved from solid wood, and hand-painted with all the right markings. Occasionally Eliza would have tennis parties on the court my father had built from ant-heap clay and sand by the drive of ancient pine trees that led up to the front of the house.





I learned to keep my models well away from the feckless youths who were her guests after a couple of incidents in which there were crashes which took me days to repair because they wouldn’t listen to my lauenching instructions and did not appreciate the fragility of balsa and glue made from celluloid and acetone. I confess that they made me spit chips, but since they were five or six years older than me, discretion was the better part of valour.


My father was much more encouraging, as he also built things such as model yachts, deep of keel and fine of line, which sailed beautifully on the creek or the big dam behind the shearing shed. He also, characteristically, knew where balsa came from, round Lake Titicaca 12 600 feet up in the Andes on the borders of Bolivia and Peru, and made us find it on the map. It was, he said, the lightest timber in the world, and the Indians bound balsa logs together to make rafts. He had, of course, a story about how he and some shipmates went ashore from the light cruiser Psyche in the Gulf of San Blas in Colombia and found a large log on the beach. They were amazed that a man could pick it up with one hand. I thought of all the things I could make if I had a balsa log instead of spending my pennies on miserable slivers one-sixteenth of an inch thick and three wide at the chemist’s in Armidale!


The question now to be settled was that of schooling. Our parents had some friends, Judge and Mrs Street (later Sir Kenneth and Lady Street), who each Christmas holidayed at the Chisholms’ property ‘Eathorp’ while its owners went down to the coast, and we saw a good deal of them.2 Their elder son, Roger, was some 18 months older than me, and we became close friends, for life as it turned out. In 1918 Ken Street had been one of the founders of Cranbrook school in Sydney, which Roger was already attending, and he told my parents that there was a scholarship to be won which I might like to try for later in the year. The idea appealed to my parents, who could not have afforded four or five years of boarders’ fees for John and me (Eliza had nearly





finished at New England Girls’ School by then), and who were not greatly enamoured of the Armidale School, where my cousins and most of the local lads we knew were educated. It was decided that, if John and I won scholarships, we should first have a couple of terms at a preparatory school in Sydney, to blood us in the ways of other little boys and to wean us away from home a bit, and then go to Cranbrook.


A Mr Cameron ran a little school called ‘Lochiel’ (what else?) in Killara which exactly suited the purpose, and to Lochiel I went in 1935.3 This was the beginning of a series of 16-hour train trips to Sydney at the beginning and end of each term, which hold their own memories—the freezing station at Armidale in winter, the search for a foot-warmer that had some warmth, the fettlers’ cry of ‘Pa-aa-per’, doppler-stretched to a wail as the train passed, being woken to the announcement of ‘Werris Creek’ at three in the morning with nothing to see, the mysterious random creaks and groans, ending in a collapsing sigh of steam followed by silence as the train pulled into a siding to let another through, running merrily along beside lovely Brisbane Water in the early morning, the attachment of another engine at the bottom of the steep Hawkesbury cutting, then the ‘Choofchoof-choof-choof-choof-choof-choofchoofchoof’ as the wheels slipped, then gripped and dragged us up the hill, smuts from the engine in your eye if you looked out the window, steep sandstone cliffs and dark green orange groves speckled with orange-gold fruit.
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Jim Rowland with one of his model aircraft at Morunda






At school I first ran into that most unpleasant of human characteristics, bullying. You would wonder how I had got that far without experiencing it; it shows how protected and insulated we kids of the bush were. I tended to take it too seriously and so got into some altercations I could have done without. My father had tried to teach us to box, knowing no doubt what we were in for, and I thought it was about the silliest and most pointless ‘sport’ imaginable, but I found it did come in handy. My detestation of bullies has lasted the rest of my life. Happily, I have only ever had to work for two of them, and most unpleasant it was. Each, characteristically, was both vain and venal. It is very difficult to give loyalty to a person you despise, and equally difficult to cover the contempt you feel, but there are only two courses open—grin and bear it if the job is important, or resign. It always struck me that the people who were big enough to be good leaders were also strong enough to be gentle.


About October 1935 I went to Cranbrook to sit for the scholarship exam, and to be interviewed by the Headmaster, Mr (later Lieutenant General) Iven Mackay. To my surprise and delight, I was successful— my second great stroke of luck, as without it I could not have gone to school in Sydney. The scholarship was for £250 over five years, that is, £50 a year, which paid about half the boarding fees. A year later my brother John also won a scholarship, but he was extremely bright, so nobody was surprised. At Cranbrook he always came top of his form, narrowly heading his rival Mason, who later became Sir Anthony Mason, Chief Justice of the High Court.


The four years at Cranbrook passed quickly, though I was homesick for the first year, a condition the kind Miss Fallon, the Matron, and the Streets did a great deal to alleviate. The Streets had a nice house in Greenoaks Avenue, Darling Point, with a tennis court. Boarders had two free weekends each term when we could stay with an approved family from Saturday morning until Evensong at 8 pm on Sunday night. We could also go out on other Sundays from after





10 am Chapel until 8 pm and I went most often to the Streets’, walking through Double Bay and up the long steps to Marathon Avenue.


Occasionally I would also go to Uncle Guy’s at Epping, or to Aunt Ivy’s at Killara. I liked Uncle Guy, who was a merchant skipper, and thus away at sea quite a lot, but with Aunt Nanette, whom he had married in France in World War I and who was excitably French, I had less in common. Fifty years later, I had a correspondence with her brother, a dear old boy, president of the ‘Vieilles Tiges’ of the Lauragais, who lived at Castelnaudary, near Carcassonne in southern France. To be an ‘Vieille Tige’ one had to be qualified and active as a pilot before the end of World War 1. He used to write quite long letters, characteristic of his generation, in a scholarly, spidery hand and rather formal French, which wasn’t the easiest to translate, invariably beginning ‘Mon cher Marechal’.


At this time Roger’s grandfather, Sir Philip Street, was Chief Justice and Lieutenant Governor, which meant that he filled in when the Governor was away. Air Vice-Marshal Sir Philip Game, a Royal Air Force officer, was Governor until January 1935, but his successor, Lord Wakerhurst, did not arrive in Australia until April 1935. During this interregnum, Sir Philip and Lady Street lived in at Government House, and this led to my first visit there. Their own house was ‘Liverynga’, in a magnificent garden which ran between Onslow and Billyard Avenues in Elizabeth Bay. Roger and his family would often visit his grandparents for tea on Sunday afternoons, and if I was liberated from school, I would be included.
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Jim Rowland starting at Cranbrook






Cranbrook, like all such establishments, had its share of characters. The popular and easygoing Ben Taylor taught Maths, and was the only master who did not rely on detention or the cane for the correction of transgressors. Instead he used his tongue very effectively, to the delight of those who weren’t on the receiving end of it. ‘There’s old Street, looking at the boatie-woaties! Yoo-Hoo, Street! In here, boy, it’s Algebra today!’ Or, ‘Chewing, Westgarth? Look at him! Ten o’clock in the morning and he hasn’t finished his breakfast!’


‘Goaty’ Scott taught Physics and, as Captain Scott, ran the Cadet Corps, to which everyone had to belong unless they were Scouts or had some other good reason. He had a rhyme which he used to apply to me, among others:



‘Country-born and country-bred,


Strong in the arm and thick in the head’.



The Headmaster was known as ‘Droppie’, I’m not sure why— perhaps because he disliked slovenly speech, and would demand: ‘Drop the jaw, boy’. He had a large cane, which was the ultimate sanction and was only used to give ‘sixes’. Other masters could give up to six strokes of the cane too, but to cop it from the Head carried an extra stigma. Mackay had had an enviable record as a soldier in World War I, and had come to Cranbrook from the university at a time when the Depression was making things very difficult for private schools. This was especially so for Cranbrook, which had been founded only in 1918, and had not really had a chance to establish a firm position for itself. Probably the Council expected more of Mackay than was possible in those times, but sadly a tension arose between them which was felt, though not articulated, throughout the school. Mackay also, like my own parents, had been more concerned with the rise of Hitler than some of the more comfortable members of the Council, and had





kept in touch with the Army’s thinking as distinct from that of the politicians. Early in 1940, after I had left school, the Council asked for his resignation, received it, and he went straight off to war in command of the Sixth Division of the Second AIF, which covered itself and him in glory in North Africa.


Perhaps our most skilful exponent of the cane was ‘Inky’ Radford, who was also the master responsible for the boarders. His father was Bishop of Bathurst, but this didn’t stop him being the most feared of cane-wielders., With a curl of the lip with its fat moustache, and a look of pain and sadness, he would lift his eye to heaven under heavy eyebrows and intone, ‘Bend over, old man!’


For Latin, we had first ‘Bleary’ Bell and then ‘Bungy’ Waters. I have no idea how ‘Bungy’ got his nickname, but I remember that someone took great delight in getting him to say ‘causas’ because it came out as ‘cow’s arse’. French was either ‘Pop’ Dowling, with whom one took liberties at one’s peril, or an excitable French lady.
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