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MARY LOUISA SKINNER (MOLLIE)  

by Sally Herzfeld 2000 

 

This article kindly allowed to be reproduced from the Mundaring & Hills Historical 

Society book – “Patchwork of Memories” 

Mary Louisa Skinner was born in the young Swan River 
Settlement in 1876. Her father, James Tierney Skinner 
was a captain of the 18th Royal Irish Regiment, the 
last officer to have charge of imperial troops in 
Australia. One of his many important duties was the 
supervision of the colony's convicts. Her mother, 
Jessie, was the daughter of a first settler's son, George 
Walpole Leake. Later in life, Mollie recalled not really 
knowing her grandfather Leake, but was always 
conscious of the legend of this man who became the 
State's first QC, first Crown Prosecutor, and later, 
Magistrate. He was also very interested in the local 
aborigines and enjoyed a friendship with Bishop 
Salvado from New Norcia. Mollie was born in the 
officer's quarters near Government House on the 

riverfront, with a cleft lip. This is the first physical 
deformity which affected her life and strengthened 
her personality. 

When she was only two, her father was recalled to England, so this was the first of many 
overseas trips Mollie made, this time, with her older brother, Bob and her mother. Her 
sister, Estelle was born at Sherness and later they went to London. Even while that young, 
Mollie remembers being homesick for the Colony. The chandelier in the drawing room 
reminded her of the sparkling Swan River. She and Bob played freely around the barracks 
and she especially remembers being intrigued by the acrid smell of a deserted ruin of a 
hospital in the grounds. The next year her father was transferred to Ireland, in which 
country the Skinner family grew by two more children, Muriel and Jack. When James 
Skinner was ordered to Egypt for the Relief of Gordon Campaign, her mother, leaving her 
five children with friends in England, joined him. 

Here Mollie had a very happy time and enjoyed school at a huge Academy for Young Ladies. 
She was quick to learn but poor with writing. She realised later, that this was probably 
because she had poor sight even then. It was during these early years that she also realised 
that she saw beauty which no-one else could see and smelled things that no-one else could 
smell. In her autobiography, The Fifth Sparrow, she said, What is it that makes some people 
see beyond reality?/ could find lost things by closing my eyes. I could tell stories of times past 
back to the Roman Empire and beyond, stories of ship wrecks and smugglers - things I had 
never heard of. Later in life, she became very interested in spiritual philosophies. 

When she was 11, her father was appointed to Aldershot and here the family set up home 
as a family all together. There were now six children, as Mollie's baby sister, Dollie, had been 
born the year before. Mollie thought then that she was like an angel, and in later life the 
two sisters lived very closely in Darlington, for many years. However, in Aldershot, Mollie 
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spent most of the time lying in a darkened room with eyes bandaged, suffering from an 
ulceration of the cornea. She spent two years like this. Apart from her mother, Mollie's 
other main visitor was her Uncle Evelyn who came to preach and pray. One text which he 
read, Luke 12:6 lingered in her mind. 

Are not five sparrows sold for two farthings, and not one of them forgotten before God? She 
saw herself as the fifth sparrow, a blinded be feathered little bird that still had a joyful life, 
the ability to fly, sing, preen and pick up crumbs and drink. She also was able to find 
fellowship with others during those times when the bonds that held her were loosened. 
During her dark days she learned to type and started to write poetry and stories. When her 
father was suddenly transferred to take charge of Woolwich Arsenal, she, just as suddenly, 
was able to see, even though it was only partially. This made Mollie very interested in these 
women and their cause. She became an avid reader and developed a burning desire to meet 
the poor, the sick and those with disabilities like she had suffered. After protesting strongly, 
her father finally allowed her to enter for training at the Evelina Hospital for Children. Later 
she served a probationary period at the Metropolitan Convalescent Home for Children. 

In 1900, the family returned to Australia where Mollie was able to enjoy both writing and 
nursing. She contributed many articles for magazines and won some prizes. After her father 
died in 1902, she left her mother's dream home in Applecross and opened the first private 
hospital in Wagin. Here, she said in her autobiography, / found balm for my troubled spirit in 
the love I saw in the eyes of sick bush children, in the clasp of hands when I had been able to 
relieve pain, in the touching gratitude of people for whom I merely carried out my obvious 
duty. I found it in little gifts of flowers, butter, eggs and cakes left at my door, and I began to 
grow new and sturdier feathers in place of the golden ones that had been plucked from me. 
She was the matron there for several years before becoming Matron of Katanning Hospital 
in 1906 and social writer for the "Morning Herald". Later she wrote articles for The West 
Australian under the nom de plume of Echo. While working with Dr F M House she never 
tired of listening to accounts of his adventures in Derby, Beverley and Katanning. Especially, 
she loved hearing about the rugged Kimberley with its pearling industry, crocodiles and 
polyglot population. When the Katanning District Hospital was built she returned to the 
family home in Applecross. Here she felt restricted in that she couldn't write near her 
mother and she loathed private nursing. God's Hand on her shoulder pushed her to England 
in charge of five children. 

Now, at the age of 30, she did her midwifery course in the slums of London and worked as a 
midwife until that Voice and that Hand on her shoulder led her back home to WA only a 
year later. This time she earned her passage by being in charge of 104 emigrant girls! As one 
can imagine this was a voyage of challenges, trauma, drama and emotion. Back home her 
brother Jack had a property in Moora to which she went only to find that drought had 
ruined any chances of making a living there. He went prospecting and she went to Perth 
where she and a partner took over a nursing home. Because of the practices of some 
corrupt doctors, she did not stay long here, but long enough to have received some royalties 
from her book,  A Midwifery Text For Nurses. With a light heart she left her job which 
earned her thirty pounds a week and set off for the slums of London again. After being very 
ill there, she went to India and joined Lady Minto's Nursing Service with which she nursed 
during World War 1 in India and Burma. During these years she wrote Letters of a V.A.D. and 
later used the experiences for inspiration to write Tucker sees India. The years of the 1915-
16 riots were very exciting, interesting and at times, horrifying times to have lived through, 
but she did and again had some strong spiritual experiences. She believed that thought 
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waves for good or ill carried as surely as those of light or sound. It was after a short sick 
leave back in Perth that she was posted to Burma and later was accepted into the Queen 
Alexandra Nursing Service to nurse at a hospital for officers in Bombay. This was a miserable 
time for her and she was very happy when The Hand had pushed her back to WA to join the 
AIF. 

She loved the gallant, merry and uncomplaining soldiers and the generous, happy and free 
from petty snobbishness, Australian sisters at the Base Hospital where she did quarantine 
nursing for the men who had been brought back with pneumonic influenza. While here she 
also earned high praise for articles which she wrote for "The West Australian". After the 
war, she took over the hospital in the little timber town of Jardee. Therein lies another 
story of drama and hardship and examples of how much Mollie cared for her patients. After 
leaving there she opened a convalescent home next to her brother Jack's farm in 
Kalamunda where she nursed a Quaker nurse, Nellie Beakbane, became friendly and went 
into partnership to buy Leithdale in Darlington. Here they ran a guest house with Nellie in 
charge of the cooking and Mollie doing the washing up and household washing. Mollie's 
family immediately moved to Darlington too. Jack bought three acres by the brook (now on 
Brook Rd) and moved his mother's cottage to re-erect it beside a four roomed cottage 
which was already there. The one nearest the post office was called Rose Cottage and the 
other, Brook Cottage. 

It was at Leithdale in 1922 that D H Lawrence, who was staying with his wife at the guest 
house, finally cornered Mollie in the wash house. He was so impressed with her Letters of a 
VAD that he wanted to meet her. They spent many hours chatting and bush walking and 
both felt the same affinity with this land and its people. There is now a street near Leithdale 
called Lawrence Close. He challenged Mollie to write about this strange country and how it 

was met by the first settlers. She wrote the 
story using her brother Jack as the main 
character. While travelling in many parts of the 
world, during the next two years, Lawrence 
received and worked on her manuscript and 
wrote her many letters which are all published 
in The Fifth Sparrow. Finally, The Boy InThe 
Bush by D H Lawrence and M L Skinner was 
published in 1924. 

When Mollie's mother died in 1923, Nellie let 
Leithdale and returned for a holiday to England 
while Mollie lived in her mother's cottage for a 
while. She needed more challenge and when 
the Government's Group Settlement Scheme 
began, she opened a hospital at Karridale. The 
horrific tales she told of innovative bush nursing 
show what a wonderful nurse she was - a rich 

mixture of fortitude, intuition, devotion and 
passion. Later that year, she set off by steerage 

class to England but ended up travelling First Class while nursing a man back to life after a 
rough operation on a burst appendix. In England she became very interested in The 
Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) and also enjoyed attending a Royal Garden Party. Her 
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novel, Black Swans, was published there in 1925, by which time, she of course had returned 
to Australia to assist Nellie Beakbane at Leithdale Guest House. 

In 1935 she became the first Western Australian authoress to receive the Writers' Pension 
from Canberra. The sum of about three pounds per week was to enable the recipient to 
continue writing. This Mollie surely did. She belonged to a group of writers, most of whom 
became foundation members of the West Australian branch of The Fellowship of Writers in 
1938 - Mary Durack, Henrietta Drake Brockman and Katharine Susannah Prichard. All three 
became close friends and spent many hours together. Mollie never missed a meeting of the 
Fellowship, even though it meant a long trip to Perth from Darlington. Another dear friend, 
Marjorie Rees, the Honorary Secretary of the group, encouraged and helped Mollie to 
commence her autobiography. This project was going well also with help from Elsie Gare, 
her Quaker friend in Darlington who remembers typing and reading back manuscripts to her 
in the little cottage down Brook Road, when Mollie quite suddenly went completely blind.  

By now she was over 70 and also very deaf but Marjorie looked after her in her home, 
constantly helping and encouraging her. After a serious operation, it is believed she would 
not have recovered if it weren't for this burning desire to finish her autobiography. She 
wanted to let people know about her experiences with D H Lawrence and so counteract the 
negative comments of his critics. She did finish writing her life's story up until when 
Lawrence died in about 1929. During these last years she also wrote many newspaper 
articles, short stories and several talks for the ABC - the last was broadcast by Catherine King 
in the ABC Women's Session after she died. Thanks to the selfless and devoted work of 
Marjorie Rees who helped Mary Durack edit Mollie's fantastic story, The Fifth Sparrow was 
published in 1972. 

Resources 

Information received from Nancy Dear (Mollie’s niece), Olive Pell,  Elsie Gare,  John Gare, 
Perth Religious Society of Friends (Quakers), The Fifth Sparrow  (Mollie’s Autobiography and 
my own memories. 

 

 

The next page features a poem written by Olive Pell on the death of Mollie Skinner in 1955.  
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TO MOLLIE SKINNER 
 

They say you’re dead 
All I know you’ve shed 

The flesh - all that stood for 
 Pain 

And yet I see again 
The face, impatiently, you  

called crucified 
Because it flesh defied, 

Yet was flesh warm as touch 
Of love, hot with too 

Much heart for peace. 
That fire will cease 

To burn, the ashes lie like 
Snow 

cold, cold to those from  
whom you go 

Till they remember billow- 
Ing smoke that spoke 

The insurgent laughter in  
Your eyes 

Content to leave no trace 
But white ash of words fire 

Purifies 
And true wisdom in a face, 
Like smoke, lifting to the  

Skies 
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