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my mother’s rare visits to Adelaide, I recall being asked to leave the Balfour’s 
Cake and Coffee shop in King William Street in Adelaide. When we sat down 
there were still seats spare but we were nevertheless asked to leave. 

Although Father Smith encouraged us to be proud of our past, the contradictions 
of religion and state policy played against their education theory and the 
relentless prejudices of white society. This was counterbalanced to some extent 
in that the boys were encouraged to write home on a regular basis. Writing 
letters meant that we did have some contact with relatives and we always hoped 
that this would improve our chances of school holiday breaks. On rare occasions 
mothers and siblings such as Bill Espie’s brother Peter would visit. Freddie 
Archee, who later married my relative Myra Taylor, often came to visit as did 
Myra and Peter Taylor. Maggie Taylor, Myra’s mother, was a close relative from 
Lilla Creek, so my spirits were always lifted when these visits occurred. Freddie 
was doing his electrician’s apprenticeship and stayed at the Presbyterian Home 
for Aboriginal boys at Eden Hills, with Peter Taylor and others from around 
South Australia. When I wrote to my mother I would mention these visits and, 
later in life, she would recall these occasions when we met with Maggie Taylor 
at the Lutheran Mission Block on Gap Road in Alice Springs.

In 1950, my mother with her new husband and two young boys, Bill and Dennis, 
moved back to Alice Springs. My mother and Reg were overburdened with 
problems such as rent, accommodation and jobs. Eileen eventually got work as 
a cook and domestic and Reg as a labourer around town, but neither of them 
had capital for housing so renting was their only prospect. In the end even their 
prospects for renting were so poor that St Johns Hostel for boys gave my mother 
one room for a husband and two babies, plus a low paying job as a cook. But 
the marriage was under stress which meant Eileen neither had a place for me to 
return to in Alice nor the money for train fares, so I stayed at the House. Once 
again I was at the mercy and goodwill of the superintendent of St Francis House, 
and stayed there for the Christmas holidays once again. 

But as the years passed the dream sold to our mothers came crashing down 
around our ears with a bang not a whimper. The image in everyone’s mind 
was of an education of excellence. Father Smith’s dream in 1945 was crystal 
clear in the minds of everyone who read about it in the Adelaide Advertiser or 
heard it from Father Smith’s lips. Pembroke Street was in a bourgeois suburb of 
Adelaide that gave everyone involved a warm glow that success had arrived. 
By 1947-48 stresses began to show that assimilation was an ideology void of 
confidence. As the population of the House increased with new faces from Alice 
Springs and Mulgoa the image and the original idea was soon lost. There was a 
feeling that the House was being gradually transformed from a home for better 
education and care to an orphanage for motherless half-castes, a reform school 
for wayward half-caste children who were classified as ‘welfare’.
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It had taken more than a decade for Father Smith to fashion his ideas on solving 
the ‘half-caste problem’ through education. The wartime chaos in central 
Australia provided him with the opportunity to apply his belief that whatever 
he did would resolve itself in the end by faith alone. In spite of what the effects 
might have on us young children, he went ahead. His vision was grounded 
in a lot of hope. He hoped that the boys would cope away from their families; 
he hoped that the Church would find the money to feed the boys and his own 
family; he hoped that his own family would cope with the pressure; and his 
final hope was to find the money to pay the staff that came to work for him. In 
any event, 1949 was Father Smith’s last year at the House, the year that his son 
John was born, the year I felt, rightly or wrongly, that he abandoned us for a 
new job and title: Canon the Reverend P MacD. Smith.
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Figure 1: Map showing route of Overland Telegraph and railway including 
place names mentioned in the text. Courtesy of National Archives of 
Australia.
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Figure 2: School children at first ‘Bungalow’, Alice Springs, 1914.  
Courtesy of National Archives of Australia.

Figure 3: [original caption:] Half-caste children sleeping arrangements, 
Jay Creek, 1929-32. NAA: 1928/59. Courtesy of National Archives of 
Australia.
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Figure 4: Meal time at the first ‘Bungalow’, Alice Springs, 1929-32.  
NAA: 1928/59. Courtesy of National Archives of Australia.

Figure 5: Building new dormitories at Iwaputarka (Jay Creek) 1929-32. 
See wiltja in foreground. NAA: 1928/59. Courtesy of National Archives of 
Australia.
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Figure 8: St Francis House, late 1940s: from rear left to right, Jim Foster, 
David Woodford (in hat), Laurie Bray, Peter Tilmouth, Malcolm Cooper, 
(front) Gerry Hill, Tim Campbell and Vince Copley.

Figure 9: Mulgoa boys in cowshed, 1947: from left to right John Hampton 
milking cow while Tom Campbell and Ken Hampton look on. Courtesy of 
National Archives of Australia.
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Figure 10: Mulgoa, New South Wales, 1949: from left to right James 
Stirling, Wally McArthur, Cyril Hampton and James Foster. Courtesy of 
National Archives of Australia.

book.indb   70 17/02/10   10:14 AM



﻿

71

Figure 11: Alice Springs railway station, 1952: self, my mother, Millie 
Glenn, Billy and Dennis at front.
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Figure 12: Reunion of Amy Tennant, Millie Glenn and Mary Woodford at 
Rainbow Town, Alice Springs, 1951.  These three girls were evacuated to 
Mulgoa at the same time as me.
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Figure 13: My mother holding Sam, and Sandra on lawn at Administrator’s 
Residence, Alice Springs, 1952.

Figure 14: Christmas 1952 at St John’s Alice Springs: from back to front 
Jacky Campbell, Billy Briscoe (with hat), Phillip Bray in centre with Les 
Nayda and Harold Thomas (creator of Aboriginal flag).
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Figure 15: St Francis House boys camping at Goolwa, 1953: from left to 
right Des Price, John Spencer, Denis Wickham (obscured), Jacky Campbell 
and Les Nayda (front). 

Figure 16: St Francis House boys, 1953. 
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Figure 17: My brothers Billy and Dennis, at St Francis House in 1957.

Figure 18: Port Lincoln Soccer Representative side 1957. Self back row, 
second from left.
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Figure 19: Croatia team, 1960. Charlie Perkins at back third from left, self 
fourth from left.

Figure 20: Charles Perkins with President of Croatia North Adelaide club, 
John Moriarty and self, 1960.
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