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PREFACE 

 

This booklet is made up from discussions with Diana Warnock, nee Robinson, at her 

home, 40 Mount Street Perth starting on 27 June 2012. As far as possible Diana’s words 

have been used to describe events.  

 

Many of the photos used belong to Diana Warnock. The Helena School Archivist, Lucy 

Smith, also provided photographs. 

 

Information about Helena School was gleaned from “A Simple Compilation of Stories 

and Pictures of Helena House School,” Arlene Collings 2008, photos and memorabilia 

were supplied to Arlene by Sally Hertzfeld, former Principal at Helena School. Lyn 

Myles, Archivist with the Darlington History Group, was a great assistance in sorting out 

historical facts, digitizing and organizing this booklet. 

 

A brief history of Helena School is given to give a sense of history to the school and to 

the teachers who operated the school up to, and including the time, Diana attended 

Helena School. 

 

Diana Warnock, born Diana Robinson on 3 October 1940 in Western Australia, has had a 

varied life working as a journalist, broadcaster with the 720 ABC Perth, 6PR and 6NR. 

She has been a State Politician, a Women’s Rights Activist and a Board or Committee 

Member of many community groups. 

 

This booklet is looking at the part of Diana Warnock’s life that was connected with her 

life and schooling at “Helena School” in Darlington and the time she lived there during 

the 1940’s and 1950’s. Her family, memories and her thoughts are of that time. 

 

The Darlington History Group is delighted to have Diana’s personal recollections and to 

get an essence of what it was like to be a child boarding at Helena School  in Darlington 

and her life experiences in the 1940’s and 1950’s, so different to the present day. 

 

Diana signed the form giving permission for the Darlington History Group to use this 

material. 

 

 

 

 

Christine McConigley 

Darlington History Group 

September 2014 
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BACKGROUND TO HELENA SCHOOL 

 

Mrs. Jessy Jones (nee Load), a widow, arrived in Western Australia in 1887 with her son 

John and daughter Jessy Margaret and Laura Oliver. Both girls were teachers. Mrs. 

Jones had 20 years teaching experience and a letter of introduction to Bishop Parry. She 

was asked to set up a school for boys at Hale House Cottage in 1889 and advertised for 

pupils under the name of “Hale Cottage School”. In 1909 the school, now including 

girls, moved to “Earnslaw” Devon Rd in what has become Swanbourne. This provided a 

feeder school for Scotch College. In 1916 Mr. Archibald Sanderson, of Kalamunda (now 

Lesmurdie), decided to build a boarding house on his property and he invited Mrs. Jones 

and Miss Jones to bring there students here. It was while the Jones’s were at St Andrews 

that Mrs. Jessy Jones died in 1918, aged 79. After her mother’s death Miss Jessy 

Margaret Jones had a break from work until 1920 when she resumed teaching and set up 

a private school at Alexandra Street in Richmond (later East Fremantle). By 1922 the 

school had moved to “Craig Royston” at 24 McNeil St Cottesloe (later renamed 

Peppermint Grove) where Presbyterian Ladies College now is. There her school 

operated under the name of “Helena School”. 

The name Helena School derives not from the location close to the Helena River but from 

Queen Victoria’s daughter, Princess Helena. Miss Jessy Margaret Jones had attended 

Princess Helena College in Horsham, England, obviously liked the name and called all 

her schools by that name 

 

 
“Helena School” students in front of General Wisdom’s house (called “Craig Royston” and now part 

of PLC in Peppermint Grove) with Miss Jane Ashbury standing on the left C 1930’s 
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In 1942, with the threat of Japanese invasion, Helena School moved to Ryecroft Road 

Darlington. It operated as an Anglican Boarding School, taking in a smaller number of 

day students who lived locally. After Miss Jones left Peppermint Grove the McNeil 

property was purchased by PLC, renamed “Summers House” and operated as their 

kindergarten for many years. 

 

The Darlington school property was Swan Location 1246, Lot 11 and was originally just 

over 1 acre on the corner of Leithdale and Ryecroft Roads. On the property there was a 

house which was built by Hilda Gladys Lindsey c1927.  It was then sold to George 

William Tullidge in 1933 who sold it to Miss Jessy Margaret Jones in 1942. On her death 

in 1944 the property was left to Miss Jane Ashbury and Robert Jones tenants in common. 

 

Initially most of the land was bush; the property went down to Nyannia Creek on one 

boundary and provided space for gardens - vegetable, flowers and fruit trees. 

 

The first classroom was in the lounge of the house and the verandahs became the 

dormitories. In the outside laundry was the chip heater for hot water, the children 

collecting sticks for the fire. 

Soon a separate two roomed building provided extra accommodation. There was a new 

and separate classroom built on Ryecroft Road which is the only early building still 

remaining. The original house was removed in 2008 to make room for the new 

classrooms. 

 
Original Helena School buildings - photo taken in 2008, Arlene Collings 
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In 1972 the Helena school was bought by Tom and Sally Herzfeld who operated it as a 

‘real’ private school - independent, co-educational, non-denomination day school. The 

location of the school has remained in Darlington but the name has changed to Helena 

College Junior School and provides education for Kindergarten to Year Six students. It is 

linked to Helena College for high school students. Helena School no longer operates as a 

boarding school.  

 

TEACHERS AT HELENA SCHOOL 

 

Miss Jessy Margaret Jones was the principal and Miss Jane Isla Ashbury, the teacher.  

 

 
Miss Jessy Margaret Jones (she also used the name Load Jones) 
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Miss Ashbury was born in 1904 in Lawlers, a gold mining town in Western Australia, and 

was sent to Helena School Claremont (Peppermint Grove) so in effect she stayed at 

Helena School for almost 70 years. 

Miss Jessy Margaret Jones died in 1944 and Miss Ashbury, the former student became 

the Head Mistress.  

 

One of Miss Jessy Margaret Jones’s nieces, Miss Mary Louisa Jones, came to Helena 

School; she had also boarded at Helena School in Peppermint Grove with Miss Ashbury. 

Together they developed a long partnership, Miss Ashbury looking after the academic 

side of the school and Miss Mary Jones looking after the domestic side of the school. 

 

 

 

 

 

Miss Ashbury, Miss Mary Jones, Marion Jones and Sandy the dog at Helena School Darlington 

 

 

“The students slept in double bunks on the verandahs. They recall bush walks, goats, 

chooks and Miss Ashbury’s many cats. Students also remember school concerts where 

choral, ballet, musical and dramatic items were performed to perfection” former 

Principal Sally Herzfeld recalls in an article in the Reporter – date unknown. 
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Girls in dormitory at Helena School  

 

DIANA WARNOCK’S DESCRIPTION OF HELENA SCHOOL 

 

I went to Helena School in Darlington when I was five years old in the 1940’s. It was a 

co-educational boarding school that took children aged five to eleven. There were 

between 25 to 30 boarders and also day pupils. Children came from all over the state to 

attend Helena School, including a Chinese Aboriginal girl from Derby, as well as many 

of the children from the Gare and Jones families as they were related to the founders of 

the school. There always seemed to be lots of Jones kids attending the school when I was 

there but I don’t remember any of them getting any preferred treatment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Helena badge and hat Bow 



8 

 

Helena School was set up by the Jones family. It was largely for children from the 

country whose families wanted them to have a proper education at a school. There were 

correspondence lessons at the time for children in the bush but obviously my parents did 

not consider they were satisfactory, so boarding school was the only option for me (the 

eldest in my family), my brother Bruce and my sister Susan.  

 

Helena School was a private school but nothing like the private schools these days, which 

look like resorts. It was just after the Second World War and the whole thing was austere.  

I don’t think the school cost very much to attend; it gave the impression it was run on a 

shoestring. We didn’t know any different; it is only now, looking back that I see it was 

not that common. Later on people said to me “You went to school at the age of five, 500 

miles away from your family, by yourself?” I thought everyone else did that. 

 

 
Helena School Prospectus pre 1966  
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SCHOOL BUILDINGS 

 

The school buildings at Helena School were simple: the boarding school building and the 

classroom were separated by the outside bathroom. 

 

There were two bathrooms to service at least thirty children: one outside and an inside 

one with primitive showers with those old chip wood heaters like those we had in the 

bush. If you stacked the chip heater too full with wood it would explode and the mess 

would go all over the floor – which we kids loved!  However, the teachers had different 

views.  

 

The toilets were in the outside bathrooms, but we were used to this in the bush, as the one 

on the property was well away from the house. It was very cold going outside in winter. 

It’s no wonder that some of us developed kidney stones—three of us did in the family; 

there may be a message there.  

 

 
Floor plan for Helena House 
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TEACHERS AT HELENA SCHOOL WHEN DIANA ATTENDED 

 

Two older women ran the school, Miss Ashbury and Miss Jones. It was rather like the 

Dame Schools of the 19th Century when schools were run by older ladies who hadn’t 

married due to the limited employment options for women. A woman who didn’t marry 

could be employed as a governess, or, if you were working class, you worked in a factory 

or in someone else’s house. 

 

                                
Miss Jane Ashbury and Miss Jessy Jones seated   Miss Mary Jones 

 

Miss Jones was small and sweet and did all the cooking and Miss Ashbury did some of 

the teaching, as well as Miss Joan Egerton-Warburton.  

 

Miss Ashbury was very tough and a tough disciplinarian. I met her once, years later, 

when I went back to the school and I was pleased to see that I was taller than she was; but 

she looked just as threatening years later.  

 

My primary school music teacher was Helen Priestner, who continues to sing with the 

Winthrop Singers, an amazing woman. I met her eighteen months ago at a function and 

was amazed that she was still with us. She said that she was really only a few years older 

than we were at the time; you don’t expect to meet your primary teacher at my age. 
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We had a divinity or scripture class once a week, with the local minister, whose name 

was Father Quinlin, an Anglican minister (I think).  

Later I realized that Quinlin was a Protestant Irish Name but at the time I didn’t know 

anything about Anglicans, Catholics or Jews. Father Quinlin had a tendency to dribble –   

we were much amused by it. I can’t remember if we had prayers at school at all; if we 

did, it had no effect on me at all. I went to religious schools, but have no religious 

affiliation at all. 

 

We had a dance teacher, Pat Dyer, who married Rupert Sadka; I went to her funeral a few 

years ago. She worked for Linley Wilson, a famous dance teacher of the time. It was at 

dancing lessons I found out that I was clumsy – I kept crashing into people and was 

always stuck in the back row. I think it was there that I learned how to make jokes to 

cover up and I’ve been doing it ever since.  

To cover up blunders you laugh at yourself first and get in before anyone else. My school 

reports state that I was quite good at dancing, which I wasn’t; but that must have been for 

my parents’ benefit, I guess. 

 

 
Diana Robinson dressed as a fairy c1946  
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DISCIPLINE AND LIFE AT SCHOOL 

 

Helena School had tough discipline, perhaps which was what all schools had then. One of 

the most unfortunate parts of the discipline was the ongoing effect, which would have 

inhibited many children, including myself. I was a very clumsy child who forever crashed 

into things; I’ve never grown out of it despite being corrected. I would be punished for 

falling out of bed; if you were heard talking to others after hours or telling jokes, you 

would be punished for it.  

As punishment, you would be locked in the outside bathroom in the dark – which wasn’t 

good. I was afraid of the dark until I was in my 30s: it took a long time for that fear to go. 
 

At Helena School, being boarders, we all had to make our own beds from the age of five, 

a bit different from present expectations of children, but I don’t remember anyone of us 

thinking we were hard done-by. 
 

We had a wonderful time when we weren’t in the school room being disciplined for bad 

behaviour. I have said that discipline was tough. The boys were strapped across the 

backside and the girls were strapped over the hands, or locked in the dark in the bathroom 

at night. It was the way life was then – everyone expected that, I think.  
 

I recently met a woman who had boarded at Helena School who said it was absolutely 

frightful, but I said that none of us knew that at the time. That’s what happened to all 

kids; they were all whacked then. 
 

Beside school work, homework, and being locked up (which are strong memories for me) 

we had singing and dancing and music classes. We had fun times as kids, I don’t 

remember thinking that it was awful; we just seemed to get on with it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Helena students at the creek 
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 Outside buildings showing the old bathroom 

 

OUT OF SCHOOL ACTIVITIES AT HELENA SCHOOL 

 

We did have some interaction with Darlington town itself, although most of our time was 

spent at the school but we had lots of space to play in.  

 

Although Helena School was tough and austere we did have wonderful things there, like 

the huge playground. It comprised all of Rycroft Road hill. We could wander around, go 

down to the creek and look for tadpoles, bugs and grubs and such things. Thinking back 

we seemed to have freedom to go off with other kids from the school and play outside 

school time but I guess that’s what happened then, adults just sent kids outside to play, 

not like the present day. 

 

All the kids from Helena School went to church on Sunday. It was quite an expedition, 

from Helena School in Ryecroft Road we walked to St Cuthbert’s, the Anglican Church 

in Darlington Road.  

 

We walked through the goat paddock. The goat would charge up and butt us if we 

weren’t careful; we were all pretty scared of that goat. Through another paddock, with a 

gate, where there was a creek, crossing by a little wooden bridge – we would catch 

taddies and things in the creek when they were in season. We passed through someone’s 

backyard (we must have had some sort of agreement to do that) then onto an open 

pathway that went up the hill near the Post Office.  
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Opposite the shop we would cross over the railway line. The railway was operating at 

that time, but there weren’t many trains. We’d go past the Railway Station and along 

Darlington Road to St Cuthbert’s.  

 

When we came back to school we’d have something nice for lunch, and we’d think that 

that was good.  

 

I can’t remember what the boys wore to church, but the girls wore a uniform – a white 

dress in summer and a velvet one in winter. 

 

 

 
Helena students at St Cuthbert’s Anglican Church Darlington. Susan Robinson middle row 2nd from 

right. 

 

I can remember going to the movies at the Darlington Hall. I remember seeing Roy 

Rogers in Red River Valley, which I thought was fantastic. 

 

When we were old enough, about ten, we could walk down to the shop and spend pocket 

money (if we had any) and buy all sorts of lollies. I can remember going to the 

Darlington shop, I can’t remember just what it was called. 

 

I remember being asked to pick fruit for one of the old ladies who couldn’t get up a 

ladder and taking a certain amount of fruit back to the school.  My brother also 

remembers mixing with local Darlington people.  
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We would get around, go on bush walks, and walk through other people’s properties to 

go to church – and things like that. We would pick flowers in the bush (we were allowed 

to, then).  

 

There was also a fair in one of the grand old houses in Dalry Road in Darlington.  

(I remember Dalry Road being a posh part of Darlington). There was a huge beautiful 

19th Century house with a big garden.  I’d never seen a garden like it. I thought it was 

amazing and we’d go to the fair every year. It was here that I first encountered lucky 

dips, which I thought was great fun, rather like life; sometimes you can plunge your hand 

in a get something magical out. I thought that was great. 

 

We mixed with other children when we were taken out on excursions. We’d all get 

dressed up to go on excursions to places like Mundaring Weir. At the Darlington Hall 

there was a concert where I saw this boy who was wearing those dreadful grey serge 

shorts and the school jacket that boys wore for best, in those days. I really fell for him. I 

can’t remember his name or if he went to our school or somewhere else. I was really 

attracted to him but I don’t think he knew I existed. I remember that he sang “The Road 

to the Isles” at the concert. He could have just disliked me, or not notice me or perhaps he 

was gay. Not that anyone talked about homosexuality in those days; it was as though it 

didn’t exist. 

 

I remember going to the dentist, Bernie O’Keefe, in Perth. I must have had very chalky 

teeth, as I remember going to the dentist quite early. Going to the dentist was a big 

occasion, as we had to come down from the school in somebody else’s care, although that 

is what I now assume. We would come down by train and must have been met by a 

relation or a friend who would take us to the dentist.   

 

I was also taken to the theatre by surrogate aunts and uncles, friends of my parents.  

 

I can remember going past Boya in the train and then onto Midland—big excitement! I 

thought Midland was a big town in those days – and then on to Perth, the city.   

 

All those excursions were part of the excitement of being at school. I was sorry when I 

went up later and saw that they had closed the train line, as it was part of my childhood. 

We used the train all the time to go to the dentist, doctor or some relative in town.   

 

The school’s concert was held at the end of the year in the Darlington Hall and lots of 

local people came to that. I clearly remember being at a school concert at the end of the 

year; I played a duet, the Three Kings, with a friend. I can’t remember her name. We 

wore dresses with huge puff sleeves and had to come out and curtsy. 

I can remember the plays we had at school and dressing up, that was lots of fun. 
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Girls in a one act play “Mothers’ Meeting”, Diana in the centre 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

Boys as Indian Braves 
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Diana Robinson – on a stump at Helena School 

 

PLAY GROUND AT HELENA SCHOOL 

 

At Helena School there was lots of playing in the yard; it was a huge yard (or so I 

thought). The benefit of being at a semi-country school was the big garden; well, it felt 

big to me.  

 

We all had little gardens of our own where we could grow broad beans, sweet peas or the 

like. There was a yard where we used to feed the chooks. We fed the chooks pollard, 

some other grains and a bit of shell-grit to make stronger egg shells. I used to feed the 

chooks with a boy called Robert – I remember being attracted to him. I didn’t meet him 

again until 50 years later.  

Robert was a nephew of one of the women who ran the school. All of their family 

attended the school. Later on when meeting some of them again, I found out that they 

disliked the school as much as we did, even though I know we did receive a very good 

education. 
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Photo of boys from Helena School 1950’s – Bruce Robinson 2nd front, John Jones back right, Phillip 

Le Lievre 2nd back 

 

 

Wildness made the school really thrilling; you knew you could always go outside and 

play. The really nice thing about the school was that it really was an outdoor life 

compared to that of present day childhood. No-one thought remotely about paedophiles – 

or even getting hurt. 

 

There was a big patch of bush opposite the school in Ryecroft Rd and there was a huge 

fire there one summer that nearly crossed the road to the school. I’m sure that is why I 

have quite a paranoid terror of fire. 

 

I can faintly remember a ‘dunny-can’ man in the village, but at the school we had septic 

tanks. 

 

My brother Bruce’s memories are different from mine; he’s a really good writer, and 

remembers different things about the school – things from a boy’s perspective. He can 

remember that the boys had to get the milk from the goat for the school. He played a 

triangle in the school band, and ended up conducting it. We both wrote a piece for the 

school magazine and I was amazed to see how well he wrote. 

 



19 

 

Delphine Le Lievre was my best friend at school. Some parents of school friends would 

take me out with their daughter. They would take me to Edgley and Dawe’s productions 

at His Majesty’s Theatre.  I found out later that they were really blue reviews but 

obviously I didn’t get the jokes “Hello, Hello, who was that lady I saw you with last 

night…..” I think this is something that influenced me for the rest of my life. I have 

always loved the theatre.  

 

 
Delphine Le Lievre (from Derby) on left and friend in their school uniforms 

 

Normie Leslie was my mother’s closest friend, and she would take me out. Her husband’s 

name was Bill but they came down to Perth much earlier than my parents. They would 

take me to the zoo and the theatre. Other friends of my parents would take me out of 

school at various times. It was an interesting life – what I can remember of it. I remember 

the really awful bits and the best bits and not the boring bits in between. 

 

REFLECTIONS OF LIFE in the 1940’s and 1950’s 

 

Looking back I find the 1940s and ’50s very austere. We, our family, were not by any 

means on the bones of our bum, but it was tough, for us and for others. Going away to 

boarding school at the age of five, as happened to many other children who lived a long 

way from proper school, was not seen as strange at that time, certainly not for my family 

or the other children who I met at school. Looking back it was just accepted as something 

that happened, alternatives were not considered, or perhaps they were but children were 

definitely not included in discussions of that sort. I don’t think our family was different to 

any other at that time. Decisions were made by adults without reference to children.  

 

I don’t think either my brother Bruce, or my sister Susan, liked Helena School very 

much, but I don’t remember anyone moaning in those days. No-one seemed to moan in 
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those days; you just put up with it and that was that. I’m not sure any parents would have 

listened if children complained to them. It just wasn’t talked about. 

Manners were highly regarded. If anyone gave you something you were instructed to 

write a thank you letter. I had to get to know strangers and get on with them. 

 

I suppose most of the children at Helena School would be regarded as middle class— 

scrappy middle class, not the working class kids of that time. I had a speech teacher who 

had to teach me not to say “Yeah” and “G'day” but “How do you do”. 

 

The school was very strict about writing to your parents. When my mother died I found 

tons of letters that we all had written to her and when my sister died I got all the letters 

that she had written. We would probably have written weekly. We were encouraged to do 

it; it is obvious that someone was coaching me to tell more.  

 

My parents didn’t have any influence on the school at all, as was common at the time. 

They would have got the school reports but there was not constant contact like there 

seems to happen today between home and school. 

 

We went home for holidays in May, August and December. None of us complained about 

the discipline at the school; it was regarded as perfectly normal. The ethic in those days 

was ‘you put up with things’ - not like the present when children know all about 

children’s rights. I used to think that everyone had chip heaters until I went to a house in 

town where I found people had hot-water systems. I remember my brother (when he first 

came down to the city) said to my father “Where’s the water bag, Dad?” My Dad 

explained that you didn’t have water bags in the city; you drank straight from the taps. 

My brother was impressed with this. 

 

FAMILY AND HOME 

 

My brother Bruce and my sister Susan and I were four years apart. I was the oldest in the 

family. We all went to Helena School, Bruce when he was four or five, and I don’t think 

he enjoyed it any more than I did. My sister Susan stayed at the school when my parents 

went overseas when she was quite small. When she started at Helena School I had left to 

go to St Hilda’s by then.  

 

We did have relatives in Perth. I really only had access to one set of grandparents; my 

mother’s mother, who was a World War One widow lived in Melbourne.  
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Diana, Susan and Bruce Robinson by the creek 1950’s 

 

 

My father’s parents were Elsie and Fred Robinson. They lived in St George’s Mansions 

in Mount Street.  Fred was a successful horse trainer and publican, a fascinating 

character; I wish I had known more about him. They were country people who came 

down to the city half way through their life, which was when Fred took up horse racing. I 

didn’t see them all that often. When I visited them in Mount Street I remember smelling a 

particular smell, and I’d say to my grandmother, “Someone is cooking vegetable soup!” 

She’d laugh and say it was the brewery which was just close by, on the river. You could 

really smell the brewery. My grandparents always had Ritz fruit cake. I suppose that’s 

why I always associate two smells, the brewery and the smell of bought fruit cake with 

my grandparents. I would come down from Helena School very occasionally to see them.  
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Robinson family – Diana, Grandmother Elsie nursing Susan, Duncan and Bruce 

 

My father’s name was Duncan Robinson and we had sheep on our property. Our 

hometown is Kookynie which is 500 miles east of Perth. It’s really desert climate up 

there; instead of being 30 sheep to the acre it is 30 acres to the sheep, which is a bit 

different from most sheep farms. My father lived there from the 1920s, having come to 

the Goldfields area when he was twenty and started out by himself. Most of his family 

came from the Swan Valley; some family lived in the Busselton area and some up in the 

Pilbara. The family is scattered all over the state. My Dad’s father, Fred Robinson, was a 

publican, and my father was born in a pub up in Marble Bar.  

 

My mother, Muriel Watt, came from Melbourne and was very well educated, from a 

middle-class, well-educated family. She did three years of a medical degree in the 1930s, 

which was most amazing for those times. She was a wonderfully bright woman, the 

daughter of a World War One widow who hardly knew her father. In those days there 

weren’t large pensions for a soldier’s widow; apparently middle-class widows would 

have been expected to be supported by family members. My mother and her mother must 

have had a tough life. Her medical studies must have been paid-for by her extended 

family, which was a large one. She had 23 first cousins, whereas I only have six, two of 

whom I have never met. There was a wealthy cousin, or an uncle who had no children, 

who I think must have looked after my mother’s family. He has his name on a plaque in a 

church in Melbourne, so I think he was a generous man. 
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My parents had met on a fishing trip in the Pilbara in about 1937 or 1938. My mother’s 

closest friend at school in Melbourne, Normie Leslie, was married to someone who lived 

up in the Pilbara, as my father did as a kid.  

My father used to travel from the Goldfields and holiday with his friends in the Pilbara. 

My mother, who was sort-of-engaged to someone else in Melbourne, was invited to 

spend a holiday with her friend in the Pilbara. It was apparently a whirlwind romance. I 

read some of their letters after both of them died. They were beautiful letters, very 

romantic. I have been a little unkind about my father, saying that he was ‘rough around 

the edges’. It was only after my father’s death that I appreciated his writing skills. After 

my parent’s fishing trip, my mother went back to Melbourne but they wrote all the time. 

They married in Melbourne just after War broke out in 1939; she was married in a short 

dress in a daytime ceremony, and was given away by a cousin.  

 

My mother’s tough life would have continued after she married and moved to the 

property 24 miles from the small town of Kookynie. She would have lived in isolation 

with my father for over thirty years until they moved to the city. We were able to take her 

to the opera and theatre later; she loved all that, as she sang and was very arty as well—

not that she had had much exposure to that in the bush. 

It is interesting to think of this educated woman living with my father, a less educated but 

clever man in such isolation in the bush; their lives in the bush had no luxuries and no 

indoor loos – everything was very austere. It was obvious that she was mad about him; 

there was never any question about that. 

 

KOOKYNIE 

 

We would go into the little town of Kookynie every week for the mail that was quite an 

event as I remember. Everyone I knew went to school in the city. There were no schools 

to speak of in the area. The only people in Kookynie were itinerant railway workers or 

people involved in mining, prospectors working by themselves or Aboriginals, who were 

very nomadic at that time. As people kept moving in and out of the town the school 

would open and shut often, depending on how many kids there were at the time.  

I had a friend who was a teacher there in the 1950s for six months. Luckily he was born 

in the Goldfields so he didn’t find it too weird. Imagine finding that one day you had 

twenty kids and a lot fewer the next day. It was really no sort of education so my family, 

and everyone else I knew, sent their kids to Perth.  

 

We, (my brother, Bruce, my sister, Susan and I), all went down to Perth for school at 

Helena School for our primary school years. It was a huge train journey that seemed to 

take a day and a half from the Goldfields to the city. I sympathize with modern-day 

parents who worry about their children going to school on foot today, as I know it is 

much more dangerous now; but I want to say, ‘toughen up, people’. 
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I went to school by myself from the age of five, 500 miles away from home. I remember 

one occasion, when I was about eleven or twelve, the family were coming from Kookynie 

to meet the train in Kalgoorlie, about 100 miles away. But there was no one to meet me 

when I arrived at Kalgoorlie Station and I remember standing and thinking: “What am I 

going to do here?” I went to the Station Master and told him that my family should have 

been there to meet me and asked if he could give them a ring. In those days telephones 

were on the wall and you wound up the handle, but I knew that it was unlikely that 

anyone would be able to hear a phone ringing at home as people would not have been just 

sitting around. I’m not sure how the family was contacted, but it apparently happened, as 

my parents told me when they eventually arrived after getting themselves out of the bog 

that had caused their delay. People that I met on the station looked after me most of the 

day, including the station master, until my parents came. When I think of what people 

would think of that now! But that was normal in those days. You were expected to be 

tough and deal with things. 

 

All three of us children left home at a very early age (five or six) and went to Helena 

School as boarders, travelling home for holidays on trains and eventually on planes even 

though there were few planes at that time.  

 

We had a home-made landing strip on the property. I can remember making the landing 

strip; we took out all the stumps and then drove over it; I was learning to drive at the 

time. 

The three of us all drove from the time we could reach the pedals on the vehicles. We 

also borrowed an old grader from the Roads Board to create a reasonable landing strip. 

We used to have sheep on it most of the time, and when we knew a plane was coming we 

would rush down to get the sheep off the strip. We would stand by the wind sock and 

could hear a distant roar. I remember that the landing strip had to be OK’d by the RAAF. 

 

This sort of life makes you incredibly self-reliant and years later you discover what a 

valuable skill that is. 
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Diana and the MMA Dove plane on Yerilla property’s airstrip 

 

You could ring up MMA (MacRobertson Miller Airline) and say that “We have a couple 

of people who need to be picked up. Could you land on our landing strip?” Most of the 

pilots had flown in the World War Two and all seemed to be very daring and ready for 

anything. I can remember them swooping down over the tank when they came into land. 

 

We had very old vehicles on the property, one ancient truck with no bonnet or hood and 

no petrol gauge. We were all meant to write on the wall when we had filled up the truck 

and how far we had gone but one time the system hadn’t worked and we ran out of petrol 

and had to walk all the way home, Dad carrying Susan on his shoulders and all of us 

complaining. We used to pick up the mail every Saturday at Kookynie. 

 

Looking back on my life, there wasn’t much nurturing. I suppose the good thing about 

that is that I’ve always been good with strangers and at learning to look after myself. I 

suppose, I can trace back to the upbringing I had as a child and depend on ‘the kindness 

of strangers’ as I hadn’t been with family very much as a small child. I knew I could do 

this. I suppose it is a sort of personal discipline that you can pull on in tough times. I 

suppose it makes you the sort of person you are. 

 

We stayed at the school while my parents took a trip overseas; they were away for three 

months. I was about twelve and that must have been when Susan started at the school; 

she must have been about four, which is really young. I think that my sister Susan was 

affected more by the sort of schooling she had, than Bruce and I; it didn’t suit her at all. 
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I’m sure that my mother had a lot of pain to bear later on when she became aware of the 

long-term effects on Susan, who was more fragile, whereas Bruce and I are very similar. 

We make lots of jokes and are very independent.  

 

Bruce went back to the property when our parents moved away. He managed to live on 

the edge of nowhere, probably helped by the sort of education that encouraged him to 

depend on his own resources. Most people in those days couldn’t afford to employ many 

people so he had to do most of the work himself with his wife Ermie. 

 

It is interesting to think back on your experiences at school and wonder what sort of 

effect they had on you later in life. Helena School was tough at times but certainly gave 

me an education that I was able to build on. 
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