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Imagine a room of things, part seen through a shuttered screen or an old window of cracked glass and curtain remnants. What is glimpsed are fractured shadows, broken bits of images, a mixture of lines and shapes with odd bits of colour, seen through semi-transparent layers, a view where hidden objects block parts of the light and images. It’s a picture of lines, shades and shadows, some half-clear, some not. We interpret these partial shapes, building descriptions and stories around them. 

It is so with family history. Remnants of the past slide into the present, but much of the reality and detail of what happened is obscured by what followed, or is only part-glimpsed, as memories are lost and the passage of time degrades what remains. Yet this fragmentary view is mostly all that one can get. It is often profoundly frustrating, yet tantalising and mystifying. Occasional pearls of detail are seen, but filling in the empty spaces is an endless search without any true conclusion.

Here we have attempted to construct parts of our family story, done by those of us who remember, and helped by odd pictures and documents we have collected. It is intended to be a legacy for those who want to know more about our antecedents in the future. It is the best that we know and can now discover, but it is really just a mix of shadows and lines, showing parts of what we think happened. 

Where possible, we have used firsthand descriptions and photos to capture the reality of lives, as recorded by those who lived then. 
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Introduction – Stone Soup
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As I was sitting with my 90-year-old uncle, collecting family memories for this book, his carer, Kerry, told me a story which seemed to characterise my mother and grandmother. It seemed fitting to open with this story as it captures their indomitable spirit and the can-do attitude of many people of these generations: to make the best of what you have got and from little things big things grow. 

There are many variants to this story. Mine is just my memory, after hearing it told by another.

In a simple village in South Asia a woman arrived with almost nothing except a small child. When others asked her if they could help her, she said she would like to make use of the empty cooking pot that sat next to the fire. She placed a nearby stone into the pot, added water and put it on the fire to boil. When asked what she was making, she said it was stone soup. People shook their heads as only water and a stone were in the pot as it began to boil. 

But soon a person offered her a dried onion, which she put in the water. Another gave a shrivelled carrot, which she added too. Others found more leftovers, a yam, a scrap of meat, some greens. An hour went by. Now the soup was filled with many things as it slowly bubbled. The cooking aroma brought many to see. In another hour, the soup was ready. She shared it with the gathered villagers, those who had contributed and others, as she fed herself and her daughter. 

This was very much the story of my grandmother. In the 1930s depression, my grandmother, as a minister’s wife in a country town, often had destitute travellers arriving at her door, men carrying meagre possessions looking for work, women trying to feed hungry children. She never turned them away, but always found something to offer them, perhaps garden vegetables, or a cake she made, and also often gifts from others. Her motto was: Caring for others came before care for herself. These people left with a good meal in their bellies and a renewed belief in human kindness. 

It was similar for my mother, working as a missionary amongst the people of Arnhem Land. If an uninvited dozen visitors turned up for lunch, she used her initiative and resources to find food for them, and they never left hungry; it was just everyday kindness and care for strangers. Interestingly, Dad was clear after Mum died that Mum went to the north as a missionary’s wife: 

They were far from the only people who did this. In my early career, I worked in many small towns and communities across inland Australia, sometimes in Aboriginal places, at other times on large pastoral stations, and at the pubs and roadhouses that served them. Hospitality was standard fare; you paid when you could, were never turned away, and you reciprocated in kind to others. I hope that today this wider human goodness lives on. It is fundamental to building a decent world.

What follows is a recording of my family's story, focusing on the lives of my grandparents, their children, and their wider families. It is an incomplete story. I would love to hear from any others who can add more parts. 

This product will be mainly two things: a collection of pictures and images, some of which are in this book, others in their own digital collection and a compilation of written stories, many told here, but others which come later and exist alongside this book, perhaps to become part of a later edition. It is a free ebook for anyone who wants to download it and there is also a print edition, with family members and contributors to get a courtesy copy. Others who want a copy are able to buy it online. Alongside this book will be a digital record of the old photos we have located, which I am happy to share directly with extended family members or those who contributed to the book.

The content is arranged as a series of descriptions of the main characters in the story. It is an incomplete story as such things always are, but it is our record for posterity.
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Grandfather – Peter Archibald Smith (PA)

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Grandfather ’s Immediate Family
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Mother – Helen Rodgers - oldest daughter of the second marriage of Archibald Rodgers to Helen Dymock.

Father – Henry Ewart Smith – he was the adopted son of a veterinarian in Bathurst. We are unsure who Henry’s real father was, or of his prior history. Some further information suggests that he was an orphan who came from the UK. Records were followed to a family church, but it appears earlier records were lost or destroyed. There is a suggestion he was an illegitimate son of a local person before he was adopted. That does not fit with the UK origin story, and so it is unknown. What we do know is that he met and married Helen in the Bathurst area and they then went on to have 5 children together, 3 boys and 2 girls. 

We also know that they lived in a range of small towns in this area, including Hills End and Sofala, and that Helen was a school teacher, then headmistress, first in these towns, then later in Bathurst, where it appears that she ran a school for children in her house, Ellengowan. 

At some stage, Helen officially separated from Henry Smith. After that Henry essentially became a tinker who travelled across country NSW making a minimal living. It is said that, over the following years, our grandfather, PA, was the only one to keep in contact with his father. While at Warialda he saw him once a year, when he came to the Manse and was given a meal and “cleaned up”, per Lindsay Smith.

PA was their oldest child, born on Feb 3rd in 1878. His name was Peter Archibald Smith, but most people knew him as PA.

His brothers and sisters are listed below:

Mary – was the next child and the oldest daughter – she was unmarried until 65 with no children

Aunty A (Agnes) – kept house for Mary at 76 MacRaes Avenue, Penshurst, until one day she dropped dead in the garden. This was while Helen and Edith were at school and staying there.

Harry – married Ethel and had a daughter, Margaret

Archie – married Aunty Lil, and Lindsay Smith is a grandchild.

For high school, PA was accepted as a student to Sydney Boys High. He stayed with an aunt at Rooty Hill at this time. This school was located in the city where David Jones is today. When I tried to retrieve records of his attendance, I was advised that these records were lost when the school moved to its current location in Moore Park.

After he left school, PA went to St Andrews College and became a student teacher and a trainee minister for the Home Mission. He lived with his mother at Bathurst for 

some of this time, teaching at Hills End and other locations around Bathurst.

Grandfather told his son Peter about being held up by a robber on a bridle trail near Sofala. When the person demanded money, he told him to get down on his knees and pray for it. It is unclear how this ended, but the fact that he survived suggests it ended well!

Lindsay Smith recounts more stories Grandfather told him when he was in his 90s, about this time as a pupil teacher in this area in 1898 and 1899, when he worked part-time at two primary schools, one in Duckmaloi, about ten kms east of Oberon, the other at Ganbernang which was south of Oberon. He would work 3 days at the first school then go to the other for 2 days and then do the reverse the following week, so each school got 5 days in a fortnight. He rode a horse to get around. Once, early on, he got lost on his way back to his boarding lodgings. He stopped at an intersection, not sure which way to go. The advantage of a horse over cars of the era was shown as, while he sat there, confused, the horse slowly walked off. It knew the way home. He told of an unfriendly School Inspector who came out to try and catch him sleeping over in one of the schools, which he sometimes did, if it was snowing and the trip home was long from that school. 

He described visits to Oberon on dirt roads, and often difficult trips in the  snow. He recalled the family surnames of many children that he taught. Lindsay recorded an interview with him for the History Master at Oberon Central School, who was writing a history of local schools and was not aware of there being a school at Ganbernang.

After Grandfather trained as a minister his first appointment was at Woodburn. To get there he caught the train to Tenterfield with his bike. Once at Tenterfield he then rode to Woodburn. Lindsay Smith describes this, based on what his own father said, as below: 

My father wrote an article for the local Rotary Club on PA's trip to take up that position. As there were no coastal trains due to difficulties bridging the big coastal rivers, PA took the train which went up the New England rail line, exited the train at Tenterfield and collected his pushbike from the goods carriage along with his suitcase and proceeded to ride his way to Woodburn, about 200 kms away and downhill from Tenterfield which was high up in the mountains. Roads were, of course dirt, and the slope and weight of his luggage was an issue as the bike had poor brakes. So, he decided to strap a tree branch to the bike to create drag and slow it down until a mounted Police officer stopped him and abused him for frightening the horses, which was the common form of transport at the time. It took a few days to complete the trip, but he was probably very fit.

Lindsay said he always found PA to be a good conversationalist, if a little deaf at times. PA would sometimes say not to talk, as he could not hear well that day, so he would do the talking.

Lindsay asked PA one day about visiting Tamworth, which became the first city in the world with electric street lighting. PA recounted his first visit after the new lights were working, and he was very impressed.

His last insight was about PA coming up to his 100th birthday, when his own grandfather referred to PA as a damned optimist and suggested PA was being wasteful because he went to buy himself a new suit to wear to his birthday function. He thought the deal on offer from the retailer was so good he purchased two suits at this time. 

Lindsay’s grandfather, Archie, was the youngest of that generation and was a strict, formal man, whereas PA, the oldest, was far more interesting to talk to, as he was interested in a broad range of subjects and people.

PA as an Inland Minister

By 1906 PA had moved to Bourke. It is unclear what else he did in the intervening years, but his son, Peter, thinks he worked for the Home Mission as a student teacher in inland NSW.

It is unclear whether he had any role in Boer War, as he would have been in his early 20s at this time. However he recounted to me, as a teenager, when in his 90s, some things that suggested he had.

In 1916, he enlisted as a Chaplain in the Army and served in this role in in France until the First World War ended.

Grandfather met and married our grandmother, who we called Ma (Ida Hope Elizabeth Trindall), in 1924. After they married, they lived and worked in the parish of Waralda for several decades.

When Ma and Grandfather lived in Warialda, the Manse (Minister’s House) was in Stevens St and the next-door neighbours were the McGregor family, whom Peter called Mum and Dad Greg. They were central to their children’s lives, like an aunt and uncle, with whom they spent much of their early lives. This was particularly so for Peter, who had nephritis as a child and was unable to attend school for several years. Peter was sent off to boarding school at Scots College in Sydney when he was 11 in 1947 and left school when aged 16 or 17.

The McGregors’ were the local stock and station agents, JA McGregor and sons, with the business still going today. They were hard-working people with lots of artefacts of their business in their house. 0ne of these was a large map of Australian pastoral districts. It fired Peter’s imagination and led to him taking up a career working for AMP and Stanbroke Pastoral Company, initially as a pastoral inspector across NSW, Vic and parts of SA.

Grandfather’s connection to the Presbyterian Church was a very significant part of his life, as well as his interest in education and learning. In the case of his educational outlook, it is obvious that this came in a significant part from his mother, and her work as a teacher in the Bathurst region, which was also passed on to his sister Mary. 

It is less clear where his religious convictions came from, though it was part of his family tradition to be members of the Presbyterian Church, as told of in the life of his grandfather, Archibald Rodgers. Parts of PA’s role as a minister in country NSW are recounted in his own writing. 

His son Peter clearly remembers, at age 10, putting on a suit and going with Grandfather to meet Rev. Flynn at the Tattersalls Hotel in central Sydney for lunch. At this lunch, Rev Flynn sought Grandfather’s help to establish the Home Mission in inland NSW and beyond. This seems to have been a stage of establishing the Royal Flying Doctor Service

When Grandfather was appointed to the Bourke Parish, the land area of his ministry extended from the South Australian to the Queensland Border across a large part of inland NSW.

Later in his career, Grandfather became the NSW Moderator (leader) of the Presbyterian Church from mid 1940 to mid 1941.

When Ma and Grandfather retired from Warialda they were quite impoverished and lived in a house at 76 MacRaes Av, Penshurst, in Sydney’s south, on the good grace of his sister Mary, who owned the house, which was difficult. Peter finally bought the house from Mary, once he had his own independent income, at a cost of 4250 pounds less a 1000 pound contribution from Edith.

Aunty Mary was then Principal of Hurstville Primary School and was said to be a difficult woman, of strong opinions, who disapproved of Ma’s side of family, maybe arising from a reputed convict stain or possible indigenous connection. When she was 65, Mary married Henry Orton, a distant cousin, and they moved to live in Warrimoo in the Blue Mountains 

Stories of Ma and Grandfathers life in Warialda, as told by Lindsay Smith, Peter and his own son Duncan follow.

Peter recalls being around seven in 1938 when the circus came to town in Warrialda. One night, Dad Greg, was woken by a strange animal noise. On investigating, found a slightly cantankerous elephant wandering around outside their house in the middle of the street. Remembering his reading of "The Elephant Boy" by Rudyard Kipling, he went under the elephant and grabbed the trunk and ears, as done by the mahouts of India. This subdued the elephant. Grandfather was called and checked how Dad Greg was. He then walked the 4 miles to the rail yards where the circus was set up, and got someone from the circus to come and get their elephant. A classic but typical Australian understatement was PA’s description of Dad Greg being able to do this because he was a man "who had been involved with various stock"!

Peter also recalls that during his school holidays he would load a horse and buggy with 50-70 rabbit traps and PA’s old army blanket from the 1stWorld War and head off into the bush to trap rabbits. He would set his first run at dusk, wrap himself in his blanket and check the traps 2-3 hours later, repeating this process 2-3 times over the night. He would be happy if he got between 30 and 50 rabbits. He sold the hides and got between four and sixpence for a pound. He can also remember eating rabbit around four times a week at that time, and also sewing the hides together with Ma to make rugs for the house.

Peter had a horse called Geebung and, every holiday, the horse was bought to the house in Warrialda. He would ride it around the bush. At the end of the holidays, he had to take the horse back to the property where it was cared for, which was 60 miles away. At an age of 9-11 years, he would go off and ride 30 miles, stay overnight in the bush, then ride the other 30 miles the next day. Grandfather would drive out and bring him home - a time of true independence.

Another story told of Grandfather is that he was instrumental in planting a lot of trees in and around Warrialda, particularly along the creek as he noted erosion and wanted greenery in the town. He and a friend, Roger Moore, did the planting after Grandfather contacted the head botanist at the Sydney Botanical Gardens and obtained seeds, which they germinated and then planted. These were mostly willows but also other trees, including Silky Oaks, which are found in areas around Warrialda. These were taken by Grandfather, using seed in wet cotton
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