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In the following pages
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— AWB photograph of men & boys with fishing nets, original caption: ‘Jervis Bay’;
Reproduced in consultation with the Wreck Bay community

L AwB photograph, original caption: ‘Ration Store — Jervis Bay’;
Reproduced in consultation with the Wreck Bay community

N AWB photograph of Ruby Williams,
taken at her workplace
in Strathfield, late 1920s
Reproduced with permission of
Brenda Nicholas, Coonabarabran;
George William Leslie, Sydney;
and Joan L Baker, Sydney

& AWB photograph of Ruby Williams,
in domestic service to Mrs J Simpson,
Strathfield, late 1920s
Reproduced with permission of
Brenda Nicholas, Coonabarabran;
George William Leslie, Sydney;
and Joan L Baker, Sydney

A ruBY WITHAMS A WreCK BAY

Ruby Pearl Williams is very proudly remembered by her family. There are many
photographs of Ruby in the Aborigines Welfare Board collection. Three photographs
chart her childhood spent at Cootamundra Aboriginal Girls’ Home. Firstly, as a young
girl, probably at the time of her committal at the age of nine, and then later as she
became a young woman

The photographs of Jervis Bay and Wreck Bay in the Aborigines Welfare Board collection
give us clues to the ways the local Indigenous community have attempted to navigate their
lives between two cultures. Images of men fishing in the bays for food for the community
are a link to traditional life and culture. Whereas the photo of the ration store with its tins
of Sunshine powdered milk, big boxes of tea and bags of sugar and flour represents the
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The Board collection also includes a series of photographs
from the late 1920s of Ruby Williams at her place of work
with Mrs J Simpson from Strathfield in suburban Sydney.
These photos are quite unusual, because they show Ruby
at work. Generally, the Board’s photographs of girls in
domestic service were studio portraits, and showed

them in strangely glamorous poses and staged settings,
even whilst in uniform. Very rarely are girls shown

working, which was the real purpose of their training

and apprenticeship. The photos of Ruby show her feeding
chooks and turkeys and caring for pets in the backyard

of her employers’ home.

Ruby’s family remember her as a very proud woman who
still laid out a table with fine linen and cutlery, just as she
had been taught at Cootamundra. She and her sister
Sophie had been taken from their father as young girls

after their mother died. Unlike other parents, he was
able to keep in touch by letter with the girls, because he
was serving in the army. Sadly, he died before Ruby was
released from service at the age of 18 years, so she never
saw him again.

Ruby’s daughter Brenda Nicholas (Leslie) remembers the
story of Ruby being a servant to Dame Nellie Melba, when
the opera singer visited a property near Cootamundra.
Ruby made her debut in Quirindi in a dress given to her
by Dame Nellie. Brenda is also pictured in the Aborigines
Welfare Board photographs as a young girl attending

the Board’s summer camp at La Perouse. One of the
photographs was reproduced as the front cover image to
the February 1954 issue of Dawn magazine.

dramatic impact of white settlement and Board control on traditional practices

The Jervis Bay and Wreck Bay areas have always been
important to Aboriginal people on the New South Wales

South Coast for their spiritual and ceremonial significance.

Contemporary Aboriginal people were drawn to the

bays for their fresh seafood and water and established a
small settlement at Summercloud Bay in the early 1900s.
Seafood has always been a major part of the community’s
diet. Oysters, muttonfish (abalone), pipis and mussels are
easily found, especially at low tide. Net-fishing continues
to be used for whiting, bream, salmon and tailor fish.

Community histories record that:

‘From the early 1950s, the Aboriginal Welfare Board
stationed a manager in what was then known as
the Wreck Bay Aboriginal Reserve. His status was
virtually that of a police officer, controlling visitors

entering and leaving the reserve, issuing rations to
residents and administering the day-to-day affairs
of the community.

Wreck Bay Aboriginal Community has evolved
over the last two decades into a community that
is striving towards self-determination. It provides
community based employment in areas such

as childcare, maintenance, land management,
community health and administration.’

In 1995, Wreck Bay Aboriginal Community Council was
granted 403 hectares of land under freehold title, which
it now jointly manages with the Australian Government.




' AWB photograph of children doing exercises at Bomaderry Aboriginal Children’s Home;
Reproduced in consultation with representatives of Bomaderry Aboriginal Children’s Home

A BOMADErrY ABorIGINAI ChIIDrEN’S hoME

The Bomaderry United Aboriginal Mission was one of the first institutions in NSW established
for Aboriginal children removed from their families under the Aborigines Protection Act

of 1909. The home was for babies and young children, who would then be moved on to
Cootamundra Girls’ Home or Kinchela Boys’ Home as they grew older. Bomaderry was the
beginning of institutionalised life for many of the Stolen Generations

The aim of Bomaderry was to ‘replace original

family ties with a new family unit, created according to a
European Christian model’. To reinforce this model, the
matrons and sisters tried to create a family atmosphere by
encouraging close attachments between older girls and
babies, infants and young children. At the same time, staff
withheld knowledge of the children’s own original family
and of other Aboriginal people and their culture.

Confidential evidence given to the Bringing Them Home
Commission by a former child at the home described life
at Bomaderry. The children lived very secluded lives, away
from outside influences. They didn’t have visitors and
never saw their families. Most didn’t even know they had
families. They thought the matrons were their mothers,
and they were taught they were white. Their childhood
world was changed overnight when they were moved on
without any warning to Cootamundra or Kinchela.

At a reunion held at the old home site in 2001,

many of the former children expressed their mixed
feelings about the home. Although they believed
Bomaderry was not as brutal as other state run homes,
such as Kinchela, ‘they could not forgive the policy of
removal which had placed them there, nor could they
forget the impact it had on their lives’.

& AWB photograph of Cootamundra
girls in their confirmation dresses,
early 1950s; Thought to be
(back): Ruth McKenzie, Margaret
Wyman, Kathleen Combo,

Shirley Pierce, Florence Bowden;
(front): Jean Franks, Nada Ward,
Marie Ward, Betty Zooch;
Reproduced in consultation

with representatives of Cootamundra
Aboriginal Girls’ Home

A CootAMUNDTIrA ABorlIGINAI GIrlS hoME

The Cootamundra Domestic Training Home for Aboriginal Girls was officially opened
in 1913. The home was part of the policy of the Board for the Protection of Aborigines
to remove young girls from the influence of their family and culture and train them

as domestic servants

The girls led a regimented life that revolved around
domestic duties, schoolwork and church. Some remember
the home as a kind of prison or army training camp; others
speak of their time at the home with some fondness, as it
was the only home they knew.

Peter Read, in his powerful paper on ‘The Stolen
Generations’, written in 1981, describes the role children’s
homes were designed to play in girls’ lives:

‘If they were young they were to go to the

Home for Aboriginal Children at Bomaderry, near
Nowra; when they were six or seven they were

to be transferred to the Cootamundra Home for
Aboriginal Girls. When they turned 14, they were
to be sent to domestic service where they would
remain until twenty-one.

Raised entirely by whites, they would learn to

be ashamed of their colour, race and culture. In
service they would naturally meet and marry white
men and perhaps raise their children without ever
mentioning the fact of their Aboriginal descent.’

Looking at photos of the home brings back strong
emotions for Cootamundra girls, now aged from their fifties
to their nineties. They recall the hard domestic labour, the
forced smiles for the camera and the rituals of daily life in
the home. They survived with the hope their parents would
find a way to come and take them back home and from the
friendships they made with the other girls. Cootamundra
was finally closed as an Aboriginal girls’ home in 1974, but
its impact on the girls’ lives continues to be felt by their
families and communities today.
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' AWB photograph of boys at Kinchela, 1940s;
Reproduced in consultation with representatives of Kinchela Aboriginal Boys’ Home

A KINChEIA ABorIGINAI BoYS’ hoME

Photographs of Kinchela Aboriginal Boys’ Home show grimly smiling boys lined up on
parade for visiting officials, or working hard on the land — barefoot in winter and wearing
short pants. Many boys remember standing in cow pats, just to get their feet warm. Others
recall trying to escape, only to find that they had been separated from their families and
communities for so long that they had nowhere to go, and, so had to return to the home

The boys were called ‘inmates’ in many of the official
reports of the time. When they arrived at the home, their
heads were shaved, any meagre possessions were taken
away and they were officially referred to by number. Many
of them suffered abuse.

In the biography of Aboriginal activist Burnum
Burnum by Marlene Norst, she writes of his memories
of the hardships of being a child at Kinchela:

‘The boys got up at dawn to milk the 90 cows.
Breakfast was at seven. If you did not finish
your work, you got no food. Then there

was housework to be done. The boys were
rostered onto a particular job for one month
at a time. Everything was done to the blow

of a whistle.

School was conducted on the premises and lasted
till 3pm, when boys had to go back to work on the
farm. There was no time to play. The only official
recreation time was from 7.30 to 8pm followed by
lights out. No speaking was allowed after you
went to bed.’

In their early teens, children from Kinchela and the other
homes were sent out to work. The boys had been denied
an adequate education and had few skills to equip them
for anything but basic manual work. They were alone,
separated from their communities and culture and the
friendship of boys they had grown up with in the home.
Most of the boys have spent the rest of their lives trying to
recover from their time at Kinchela Boys’ Home. Never a
day goes by when they don’t think about what happened
to them and wonder why.

Personal family photograph of Narelle Kingsley-Strack
& Julia Collett, East Kew, Victoria, 1923;
Reproduced with permission of Victoria Haskins, Newcastle

Personal family photograph of Joan Kingsley-Strack,

Employer of Julia Collett, 1933;

Reproduced with permission of Victoria Haskins, Newcastle
& AWB photograph of Julia Collett;

Employed by Joan Kingsley-Strack, 1920s;

Reproduced with permission of May Collett, Cowra

AJUIIACOIIEtLt

In 1993, historian Victoria Haskins was looking at treasured family photographs with her
grandmother, when she came across a handtinted image showing her Gran as a young girl
‘in the embrace of a uniformed Aboriginal nursemaid’. When Victoria wondered who the

Aboriginal woman might be, her grandmother replied: ‘Oh, yes, that was Julie. Dear old Julie.

She was such a beautiful person. Do you know — she was more than my own mother to me.’

So began a journey of enquiry to discover more

about Julia Collett, the young Aboriginal woman in

the photograph, whose life was so powerfully linked to
Victoria’s own family for a few short years in the 1920s.
Surprising clues were found in the mementos that
Victoria’s great-grandmother, Joan Kingsley-Strack, had
left behind, including other photographs of Julia and
letters written by the two women.

Victoria located Julia’s eldest grandson, Kevin Collett,

in Cowra and gained his permission to research his
grandmother’s AWB records. She found that Julia was the
third generation in her family to be taken away, beginning
with the kidnapping of her maternal grandfather, during

a massacre in the Gippsland area of Victoria. And that
Julia and her two younger sisters were some of the first
girls to be sent to Cootamundra Girls’ Home. She also
found an official studio portrait of Julia amongst the Board
photographs held by State Records.

Victoria also learnt that her great-grandmother, Joan
Kingsley-Strack, had employed four different Aboriginal
girls over time, and that her experience of dealing with the
Board for the Protection of Aborigines and their treatment
of the girls so appalled her, that she eventually became
involved in support organisations for the Aboriginal rights
movement of the 1930s. But the letters Victoria found
amongst her belongings show that she had let Julia Collett
down when Julia most needed her support, and that in
many ways Joan’s political struggle for Aboriginal rights
was a personal struggle for redemption.

Victoria Haskins has written the book One Bright Spot,
based on the story of her great-grandmother and the
Aboriginal women she employed, to tell a larger story
about the relationship between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australia. Whilst the book tells Julia Collet’s
story using the pseudonym Mary, the family of Kevin Collett
are happy for Julia’s real name to be used in the exhibition.




