AG.RDH.01.0007.0001_R

Our ref: GHK:980966

STA TEMENf MADE BY MERVYN VICTOR PA TTEMORE
AT

REDACTED

ON 21 May, 1998

I MERVYN VICTOR PATTEMORE
of

REDACTED

do hereby declare

as follows:

1.
76 years of age.

2.

I worked as a farm labourer after leaving school, until I joined the Australian Infantry
Forces in World War II where I served in the Armoured Division in Western Australia. I
was in the Army for 4 years, in which time I became an instructor in small arms and

0

undertook other specific training courses.

3.

I left the Army at the end of 1944.

I then attended the Melbourne Bible Institute for 2 years, training as a Missionary.
then applied to and was accepted by the Australian Inland Mission, as a Missionary, in

1947.
4.

In 1947 I spent 3 months at Fingal (N.S.W. North Coast) where I met my future wife
Lelean and then spent 3 months at Cherbourg Mission in Queensland.

5.

In January, 1948 I was assigned to a missionary position with Aborigines Inland
Mission {A.l.M.J at Phillip Creek Mission Settlement near Tennant Creek in the Northern
Territory.

6.

I spent a year at Phillip Creek Missionary Settlement then I moved to a mission at
Newcastle Waters Station in the Northern Territory where I spent approximately 2

,l'

years, including some time away doing itineration work with Dick Stretton, another

,..__,/

A.l.M. missionary, around Northern Territory cattle stations.

7.

In that time Dick Stretton and I also built a mission house at Delissaville, south west of
Darwin.

8.

In 1951 I went south to marry, then returned with my wife Lelean where we worked
together as missionaries at Delissaville for about eighteen months from the end of

1951 to 1953.

(,

I declare that I have read the above and that it is true and correct to the best of my
knowledge or belief.
Signed by: ....................................... Witness: ............................................... .
Date: ............................ .
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We were then posted to Borroloola in the Gulf of Carpentaria, to establish an A .I.M .
mission.

The Aboriginal people there had asked fo r a missionary to w o rk at Borroloola

on a perm anent basis and we were given the position.
10. W hen w e started at Borroloola we were living in a te n t and built our ow n house from
anything w e could scrounge.

It was built of Cyprus pine poles w ith bits of iron left

over from arm y camps and any other material w e could get. A t firs t w e ju st had a dirt
floor. However, we were very happy in our w o rk at Borroloola.
11. The Aboriginal people wanted their kids to learn to read and w rite . This caused a bit of
contention w ith the people from Aboriginal A ffa irs because I w a s n 't a qualified teacher
but there w as no-one else to teach the children. I had done various training courses in
the A .I.F., I was a qualified small arms instructor, and I had received some training in
how to teach so I managed from th a t experience.
12. M y w ife and I remained at the mission at Borroloola until I was appointed as
Superintendent of the new Retta Dixon Home (after it had been relocated from the
Bagot Reserve to its final location on Bagot Road and Totem Road.

M y w ife w as not

w orking in a formal or active capacity on the sta ff while w e were at Retta Dixon
Home.
13. We remained at Retta Dixon Home, in my position as Superintendent, until 198 0 when
it was fin a lly closed down.
14. I still have a very clear memory of my tim e at Phillip Creek mission settlem ent north of
Tennant Creek.

I remember th a t I got a ride into Phillip Creek settlem ent on the back

of a tru c k load of w indm ill heads in January 1948.
those days.

There was no public tra n sp o rt in

In fa ct, there was very little transport of any nature and travel was

extrem ely d iffic u lt. My only means of transport was a push bike.
1 5. W hile I w as there, Phillip Creek mission settlem ent was a ration depot, located on a big
w aterhole know n by the Aboriginal people as Manga Manda.

By the end o f the dry

season the waterhole was dry and we had to tru ck in w a ter in 4 4 gallon drum s, from
A tta c k Creek up near Banka Banka Station.
settlem ent but the Aboriginal people d id n 't
content and tasted salty.

There was a
like the w ater.

bore at Phillip Creek
It had a high mineral

I found th a t w hen you got used to it, it was quite alright,

quite good w a ter but the Aboriginal people never liked it. They would collect and drink

I declare that I have read the above and that it is true and correct to the best of my
knowledge or belief.
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w a te r from the cattle pug holes in the drying w a te r hole in preference to the bore
w ater.
16. The main settlem ent buildings were located near Manga Manda waterhole, in an area
of about an acre, w ith a lo w wire fence around it.

W ithin this fenced area w as the

superintendent's cottage where Ivor Thomas lived, the w orkers' cottage w hich I was
in, a garage and the store room.

Ju st outside the fence was w h at we called the

butcher shop and a little further aw ay from the fenced enclosure, the boys and girls
dorm itory houses, the kitchen/dining room w hich also doubled as the school room and
boys and girls to ile ts, each behind the dorm itory buildings.
17. Further aw ay from these again were tw o small huts where tw o of the Aboriginal head
men w ho I knew as "N a t" and "Engineer", lived. A bout half a mile from the settlem ent
buildings, fu rth e r along Phillip Creek on another w a ter hole, was the Aboriginal camp.
18. The buildings them selves were ju s t very prim itive corrugated iron huts built on a bush
pole fram e, very basic, unlined, very hot in the summer and very cold in the w inter.
19. The fence around the mission buildings was ju st a low w ire fence. It was in no w a y a
barrier w h ich could have prevented entry or exit by anyone w ho wanted to go through
it.

It was really there ju st to keep stock w hich came dow n to w ater, from wandering

thro ugh the buildings.
20. The dorm itory buildings housing the Aboriginal boys and girls were in no w a y fenced
o ff or isolated by any other means, and there was free m ovem ent by the children and
the older Aboriginal people, between the mission settlem ent itself and the Aboriginal
camp.
21. The people w orking at the mission at the tim e were the Superintendent Ivor Thomas
and his w ife , and the missionary, Ken Colley, w ho was running a school there.

Ken

really d id n 't have much idea about teaching but he was doing w h at he could. Ken was
to go on furlough and I was sent out to take his place while he was away.
22. U nfortunately, sadly enough, a couple of years later Ivor Thomas w e nt out in some
disgrace.

He had an association w ith one of the Aboriginal girls.

Some have said it

w as a real set-up. The missionary there, Eunice Holley, said it was a set-up. A n yw a y,
he defaulted, th a t's all there was to it.

I'm not making any excuses. It's one of those

things w h ich shou ldn 't have happened.

He was there on his ow n, his w ife w as away

I declare that I have read the above and that it is true and correct to the best of my
knowledge or belief.
Signed by: ................................................... Witness: ..............................................................
Date:
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on holidays, and he had an association w ith one of the young Aboriginal girls.

As a

result, he w as sent out of the place.
23. In

1948

and after th a t tim e there were

no Aboriginal A ffairs

governm ent people w orking at Phillip Creek settlem ent.
numbers of sta ff.

people or other

They ju st d id n 't have the

When Ivor Thomas was sent out, the governm ent put in one of

th e ir ow n men to run the settlem ent and manage the ration depot but A .I.M . continued
to operate the mission.
24. To my knowledge, Phillip Creek settlem ent never developed beyond w h at I have
already described because there was no permanent w ater. This was always a problem
and although some e ffo rt w as made to find a more suitable site in the locality, nothing
eventuated fo r several years.

However, because of the w ater problem, it was always

ju s t a tem porary place and no developm ent was ever done on it.
25. Phillip Creek settlem ent was only started when the older Six Mile Depot and settlem ent
had to be moved fo r the same reason - lack of permanent w ater.

M y understanding is

th a t the old Six Mile settlem ent was moved to Phillip Creek straight after the end of
the Second W orld War.
26. W hile I was at Phillip Creek, Gordon Sweeney (who was a trained surveyor and had his
ow n truck) drove around through the scrub looking for a suitable site but nothing was
ever found.

Years later, Phillip Creek settlem ent was closed dow n and moved to Ali

Curung (also know n as Warrabri) on the Stuart Highway south of Tennant Creek.
27. The children living at the m ission settlem ent, in the dorm itory buildings, were of school
age, from about 5 up to around 14 to 15 years. There were only children living in the
settlem ent, apart from the tw o old men, Nat and Engineer.

They were there w ith the

full consent of their parents and had full liberty to come and go to and from the camp
w hich was about half a mile aw ay, in the mulga scrub.

A t weekends especially, the

children w ould go dow n to the camp but they preferred to stay in the missionary
buildings w here they had shelter and were properly fed, three meals a day.
28. The only lim it to the free m ovem ent of the children at the settlem ent was at night. I
have seen reference in Barbara Cummings book "Take This Child" to the children being
locked up at night.

They were locked up at night, at their own request.

I clearly

remember th a t the children w ould come over to Mr. Thomas (it was always Mr. and
Mrs. Thomas) and say "It's tim e to lock up".

They wanted the dorm itory houses

I declare th a t I have read the above and th a t it is true and correct to the best of my
know ledge or belief.
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locked up, because they fe lt secure when the place was padlocked.

T h a t's all there

w as to it. It was a m atter fo r the satisfaction of the kids them selves, boys and girls.
29. During the day there was com plete freedom of m ovem ent between the mission and the
camp. The parents and other Aboriginal people would come up to the mission and the
children could go dow n to the camp.

It was a free range place.

It w a s n 't a gaol

situation or anything like that.
30. There were up to about 20 kids in each dorm itory house. There were no beds.
slept in blankets on the floor.

They

They were not crowded, definitely not as compared to

how they w ould have lived in the camp.
31. As th e y lived in the camp, they ju st had rough humpies and windbreaks made of
boughs, leaves, bits of flattened out flour tins, w hatever they could find to stop the
desert w ind coming in.

It was cold dow n there in w inter tim e, and dirty and dusty.

In the camp at night, there'd be a fire then a body, then another fire, then another
body, ju s t behind the w ind break.
"blanket dogs".

T hat's the w ay they slept.

Then there w ere the

It was a common thing th a t th ey'd have particular dogs th a t were

called blanket dogs and th e y'd sleep w ith them at night, to keep them warm .
32. Toilet facilities fo r the children in the dorm itories at night tim e were ju st a kerosene tin
on the floor, the same fo r the boys and girls. T hat's all th a t was needed. In the native
camps, they ju st had a little hole in the ground at the end of where each person slept
to relieve them selves in the night.
33. There were no showers because of the chronic w ater shortage.
34. There were outside toilets, one fo r the boys and one fo r the girls.

These were w h a t

w e called in those days "Flaming Furies". They were built in the same w a y as w e did
w hile I was serving in the Arm y, and were used by the children and the m ission s ta ff
at the settlem ent.
ground.

A 4 4 gallon drum w ith the bottom cut out of it was sunk into the

The top had a hole cut in it to sit on and another smaller hole behind th a t,

w ith a chim ney fitte d to it.

It would be loaded w ith sticks on the bottom and

periodically, as it started to fill up, you'd stick a bit of kerosene or other fuel in it, burn
the w hole thing out and start again.
35. This latrine set up was exactly the same set up as the Arm y used in its camps and as
were used at Delissaville and the other mission settlem ents.

That was the to ile t

system in these sort of places in those days, fo r everyone.

I declare th a t I have read the above and th a t it is true and correct to the best o f my
know ledge or belief.
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36. The children were fed morning, noon and night.

We had a good bush cook, an

Aboriginal wom an named Mary. For breakfast the children had porridge, fo r lunch
damper and beef, sim ilar fo r tea. They were w ell fed and were pleased to be there.

If

th e y had been dow n in the bush camp, they would have depended on the w eekly
Friday governm ent ration (which was sugar, tea, flo u r and tobacco and if the w aterhole
w as dried up, fresh w ater), the w eekly ration of beef (one beast of about 1000 pounds
was butchered each week, I think on Tuesdays) and bush tucker.
37. The Aboriginal wom en gathered their traditional bush food - lizards, roots, bush
oranges or other seasonal fru it or berries, term ites, things like that.
hunting and brought in things like goannas and kangaroos.
camp people were reasonably well fed.

The men were

I would have to say the

It w a s n 't Christmas day but they had enough

food w ith the subsistence ration from the governm ent and their bush tucker.

They

w ere reasonably healthy.
38. The children much preferred the food w e provided at the mission. They were certainly
much better fed.

They had special treats.

For example I remember th a t there was a

restaurant in Tennant Creek w hich saved all the crusts from their bread and sent them
out in a bag each week.

This was a w onderful tre a t fo r the children, yeast bread

instead of damper.
39. The general state of health of the camp children, th a t is the ones w ho were not living
in the mission buildings, was good. They were suckled on the breast until th e y were
about four years old w hich kept them healthy.
40. W e helped w ith medicines or if someone had to be taken into the doctor but it was
more to do w ith injury than illness, if there had been a fig h t or something like that.
41. W hile I was a Phillip Creek settlem ent, all the children were full blood except fo r one
child of Old Nat, a head man who had a coloured w ife . That child was w h a t w e would
have called in those days a three-quarter caste (i.e. three-quarters Aboriginal blood).
42. I am now aware of course th a t sixteen half-caste children were taken from Phillip
Creek settlem ent to the Retta Dixon Home in 1947.

A part from the child I have

referred to, th a t group were all the half-caste children living in the Phillip Creek
settlem ent.

I was fam iliar w ith the people living in the camp.

I w e nt dow n there at

least a couple of tim es a week and I am alm ost certain there were no other half-caste
children living in the camp at th a t tim e.

I declare th a t I have read the above and th a t it is true and correct to the best of my
know ledge or belief.
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Date:

AG.RDH.01.0007.0007_R
Statement made by Mervyn Victor Pattemore

7

43. W hen I started at Phillip Creek settlem ent I knew absolutely nothing about any children
being taken aw ay from Phillip Creek.

I was only a young missionary of course, and I

d id n 't ask about these things but I had no reason to do so.
44. I d id n 't hear anything about these children, nothing about them at all, not from the
m ission s ta ff, not from any of the Aboriginal people in the mission or at the settlem ent,
nor from any of the children, until only a month or so before I left, a year later.

I can

say em phatically th a t although I visited the camp at least tw ice a week, never once did
anyone say anything to me about th a t, never once did I hear anyone speaking of it or
hear a com plaint.
45. I have read the description of the children being taken away from Phillip Creek
settlem ent in Barbara Cummings book " Take This Child" in w hich she describes the
m others running after the children in the truck.
disbelieve th a t.

I can understand that.

I d o n 't

If you go into the Darwin A irport you see parents farew elling their

kids, th e y 're ju st as em otional, th e y shed a fe w tears, they d o n 't run dow n the tarm ac
a fte r the plane but perhaps they w ould if they could.

It's a natural human em otional

reaction.
46. The only co n ta ct I had w ith the people living on Banka Banka Station at th a t tim e was
w hen I occasionally w e n t up to the station on the meat truck, to get our w eekly ration
of one bullock.

As w ell, there w as free m ovem ent of the Aboriginal people between

the Phillip Creek camp and the camp at Banka Banka.
47. From m em ory there were only about 30 people, maybe only 20, living in the native
camp at Banka Banka Station.
48. Mr. and Mrs. Ward were the ow ners of Banka Banka Station in those days and they
w ere very good.

It was a w ell run property.

w ell fed and looked after.

The Aboriginal people there were very

The Aboriginal people were a credit to Mrs. Ward.

She

really m othered them .
49. The Banka Banka Station area was the tribal area of the Warramunga people w ho made
up about half the number o f the people w ho were living in the Phillip Creek settlem ent.
The other tribal group a Phillip Creek settlem ent were the W arrlbris.
50. There were no other tribal or native com m unities living on Banka Banka Station at th a t
tim e. They had all drifted dow n to Phillip Creek.

I would say by 1948 when I was at

Phillip Creek, apart from the 30 or so people still living in the com m unity at Banka

I declare th a t I have read the above and th a t it is true and correct to the best o f my
know ledge or belief.
Signed by: .................................................. W itn ess:...............................................................
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Banka Station, all the Warramunga people from th a t area had gravitated to Phillip Creek
w here they knew there was a ration depot and they would be able to get w ater.
51. The people living on Banka Banka Station had huts w hich were provided by the owners
of the station so their living conditions were different to the people living in the camp
at Phillip Creek.
52. The Aboriginals there were very prim itive people.
dozen boomerangs in their arms.

They came to church w ith half a

There'd be a whole rattle of boomerangs as th e y 'd

sit dow n and s tu ff them under their seats.
53. The w hole Aboriginal com m unity, both at Banka Banka and at Phillip Creek, still
m aintained th e ir tribal law and tribal traditions. They hunted and gathered bush tucker
as th e y alw ays had done and they still had their tribal ceremonies, their corroborees
and th e ir tribal practices.
54. The tribal traditions were still very strong.

There were some who were leaving it.

I

remember one old fe llo w , "Blind A le c", w ho became a Christian. One day he came up
to me and he said "I bin gibin away all m y boomerang". But he said "I bin keepin one,
I bin keepin one for com pany."
55. Those people were tribal people. They d id n 't know when someone was going to come
out and w h ack them so they carried th e ir boomerangs, fo r protection and fo r food
gathering.

No-one told old Alec he had to give away his boomerangs.

It was

som ething he did when he decided to become a Christian.
56. There were not a lot of fights dow n in the camp but they were always aware of th a t
kind of thing.

The kids living at the mission would have an occasional scrap,

especially the girls and I had to break up their fights. I remember a couple of occasions
w hen I w e n t dow n to the camp when there was a fight. Just my presence, as one of
the m issionaries, would usually stop the fig h t.

I d id n 't actually have to do anything or

get involved.
57. A lthough there were tw o tribal com m unities living in the Phillip Creek camp, this did
not seem to cause any trouble and there were no fights between the tribal groups as
far as I knew .
58. I remember once, when Ivor Thomas w as aw ay fo r a fe w weeks and I was in charge,
the kids ran over to me and said "M r. Pattemore, they're fighting over there". T w o of
the older girls, about 12 or 14, were going at each other w ith nulla nullas.

They w e n t

I declare th a t I have read the above and th a t it is true and correct to the best o f my
know ledge or belief.
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They used these big sticks w ith knobs on the end.

I was ju st

about to go into to w n , I had to go and I knew th a t as soon as I left these girls w ould
sta rt fighting again if I stopped them.
had a short nulla nulla.

So I let them go.

The bigger girl, Connie, only

She thre w it dow n on the ground in disgust and turned around

to w a lk aw ay and the other girl straight away whacked her across the side of the ear
w ith a boomerang and it was over. The girls were certainly very w illing when they got
into a fig h t and I had to stop them at other times.
59. The younger kids had a game about this situation.

You'd see them dow n near the

w aterhole, tw o of them fighting in a pretend fig h t and another one would march dow n,
acting to be the m issionary, and the pretend fig h t would stop.

All the kids w ould be

standing around laughing at this.
60. The people used to fig h t, the same as at the mission at Borroloola and they w ould look
to the m issionary to stop it.

Someone would run up and say there was a fig h t, to get

me to come dow n to stop it.
61. I remember another tim e when there was a dispute because a young man had been
"sw e e th e a rtin g " a young wom an w ho was the traditional bride of an older man.
only w ay th e y could marry was to run away, w hich they did.

The

I walked dow n to the

cam p and the old man, Jerry, was sitting down w hile the other men were gathering up
boomerangs and spears for a traditional pay back of the young man w ho had run aw ay
w ith the wom an.

This all stopped when I came dow n to the camp. Just by m y being

there this fig h t was stopped.
camp n o w ."

The old man said to me "M r. Pattemore, it's a m an's

By w hich he meant he had done the right thing by tribal law, arranging

fo r the pay back to the younger man but no-one was really worried, neither the old
man or the other people in the camp and the whole thing was then forgotten.
62. In m y tim e, w orking at the remote missions such as Phillip Creek, Delissaville and
Borroloola, there really w e re n 't any half-caste children living in the full blood Aboriginal
com m unities. I d id n 't have th a t experience.
63. W hile I was at Phillip Creek, no children were taken away from the com m unity.
64. In the years before 1962 before I was appointed superintendent at Retta Dixon Home, I
had occasional contact w ith the place.
65. Every year w e had an Easter meeting, where all the missionaries from the various
m ission settlem ents in the Territory w ould attend at Retta Dixon Home.

I remember I

I declare that I have read the above and that it is true and correct to the best of my
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w e n t up to Retta Dixon Home fo r the Easter meeting, on the back of a tru ck from
Phillip Creek settlem ent.

That was the only w ay we could get around in those days.

It to o k tw o days to drive to Darwin from Phillip Creek.
66. One of the things w hich is forgotten these days, when we hear com plaints th a t the
children did not see their fam ilies after they were taken from the native settlem ents
and camps to hostels like Retta Dixon Home, is the lack of access and transport in th a t
tim e. There were very fe w vehicles, fe w roads and w h at there were, were very rough
and in the w e t season, often impassable fo r months. In those days you could spend a
day on the Stuart Highway and only see 4 or 5 cars. It was very d iffic u lt to get around
at any tim e, alm ost impossible in many parts, in the w e t season. Personally, my only
tra n sp o rt was a push bike at th a t tim e.
67. M y next contact w ith Retta Dixon Home w ould have been around 1950 when I w e nt
up there w ith Dick Stretton, before w e w e nt to Delissaville to build the mission house.
68. On these visits to Retta Dixon Home all the children were still there. The firs t tim e, it
was a new experience for me.
seemed to be going okay.

I'd heard about the place.

The children were w ell looked after.

w ould flo ck around me, they seemed happy.
excelled at th a t.

My impression was th a t it
As a visitor, the kids

They had their ow n football team and

They w e nt out fo r picnics on the weekend.

I know th a t before my

tim e at Retta Dixon Home, they acquired some land at Lee Point w hich th e y'd take the
kids out to, camping and^for picnics.

Prior to th a t they had a similar situation at a

place called Casuarina Beach, w hich had an old army hut on it and the kids w ould go
out there camping.
69. In later years, w e acquired another property 50 or 60 miles south of Darwin where
w e 'd take the kids away camping and so on.
70. M y impression of Retta Dixon Home during my occasional contact visits in the 1950's,
was th a t things were running sm oothly, it was well organised, and everyone was
happy.
71. Miss Shankleton was a good organiser and I would have no hesitation in saying she
had a great love fo r the children and they for her.

They knew her as "Lely" w hich

came about because one of the young children couldn't pronounce "Lady".
72. I know th a t when Miss Shankleton finally le ft Retta Dixon Home to move dow n south
to look after her ageing m other, the people from the Retta Dixon com m unity presented

I declare that I have read the above and that it is true and correct to the best of my
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her w ith an easy chair and when she died, they made the arrangements to bring her
body back up to Darwin and bury her w ith a memorial ceremony.
73. Prior to m y contact and early exposure to Retta Dixon Home I had no previous
experience w ith any such place, w ith any kind of children's home.

To me, there was

nothing out of place at all.
74. M y im pression of RDH on m y visits in the fiftie s , as far as discipline was concerned,
w as th a t the place was well run.

There was discipline.

am a firm believer in discipline.

I was disciplined firm ly by my father w hen I was

young.

There had to be discipline.

I

He had a big strap and he used it. I d o n 't have any umbrage tow ards m y dad.

He did w h a t he th o u g h t was right.

RDH had rules and they had to be enforced.

know the kids got aw ay w ith a lot th a t the s ta ff knew nothing about.

I

If th e y were

caught, th e y knew w h a t to expect.
75. I know there was one occasion when one of the missionary sta ff, a man named
M a tthew s, did som ething w rong and he was shunted out.
outlandish.

It w a s n 't anything too

There were some kids w ho had been where they shouldn't have been, or

som ething like that. As he was w alking over to them there was a garden hose and he
picked up a bit of the garden hose and gave them a whack.
going to kill anyone.
som ething.

A garden hose is not

It would have been different if it was a piece of w ire or

But a w elfare officer or someone like th a t witnessed this and M atthew s

w as sent out of the place.
76. This sort o f thing w a s n 't the usual punishm ent. This was usually a strap, m ostly from
Miss Shankleton or if it was one of the boys, maybe from one of the male workers
there.
77. I knew Des W alters but I never heard anything about him in the w a y of doing anything
w rong, discipline or anything else, until very recently when I read about the allegation
of assault against Lorna Cubillo in the book by Barbara Cummings “ Take This Child".
The episode is w ritte n about in th a t book although Des W alters is not named as such.
A fte r reading th a t account I later learned th a t it w as apparently Des W alters w h o was
described in th a t episode.
78. I knew Des W alters as a young fella but he was a nice bloke. I d id n 't know very much
about his background.

He was married and had come up from Brisbane. He seemed a

reasonable, ordinary normal fella.

I declare that I have read the above and that it is true and correct to the best of my
knowledge or belief.
Signed by: ...................................................W itn ess:...............................................................
Date:
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79. U ltim ately Des W alters resigned from the place.

He had some sort of contention w ith

the mission, I d o n 't know w h a t it was, and he w e nt o ff to do other missionary w ork.
His departure was regarded as a loss.
80. In m y contact w ith Retta Dixon Home through the 195 0 's and until the tim e of my
appointm ent as superintendent in 1962, at no tim e did I have the impression th a t there
w as anything untow ard in the conduct of the home or the policies or practices of
discipline, tow ards the children.

W hen I became superintendent there was certainly

nothing in the character of the home or its s ta ff w hich suggested th a t in previous years
untow ard behaviour or inappropriate disciplinary practices had been a custom at RDH.
81. In making these observations I should note th a t there was an occasion, in around
1 9 5 5 /5 6 , w hen I spent about three m onths w orking at Retta Dixon Home to fill in fo r
Dick S tretton, w ho w as then on sta ff at Retta Dixon and lost his eye in an accident, so
I had a chance to observe the place more closely in th a t period.
82. By the tim e I took up the position as superintendent of Retta Dixon Home in July,
1962, it had been relocated from its old premises in the Bagot Reserve to a new
premises on Bagot Road on the corner of Totem Road about a mile along from the old
place.

From m emory, the new buildings were occupied before Christmas 1961.

83. M y appointm ent follow ed a requirement by the W elfare Branch th a t a married person
be appointed as superintendent.
84. A fte r I was appointed Miss Shankleton continued to w ork at Retta Dixon Home,
providing adm inistrative support, liaison w ith governm ent authorities where she had
long established associations, bookkeeping and so on.

She also liaised w ith parents,

adoptive agencies, adoptive parents and generally kept in contact w ith the children
w ho had been adopted to the south.
85. By the tim e of my appointm ent in 1962 of course, Lorna Nelson was no longer at Retta
Dixon Home but I had m et her w hile she was still there, during my occasional visits in
the 1 9 5 0 's and I knew her from th a t contact.

I remember her as being one of the

older girls in the home, around 15 years old, and she impressed me as a nice girl.
A part from those im pressions I d o n 't remember her in any particular circum stance and I
do not know her personally at this tim e.

I also remember Barbara Cummings, Valerie

Day and some of the other older girls from th a t period.

I declare that I have read the above and that it is true and correct to the best of my
knowledge or belief.
Signed by:

Witness:
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86. In the period when Lorna was at Retta Dixon Home, there was only one primary school
and one high school in Darwin.

She m ight have reached high school, w hich w ould

have been available, but I c a n 't say from personal knowledge.

In reviewing the old

record notes w hich I had from Retta Dixon Home, I note th a t Barbara Cummings was
born in 1948 and was at Retta Dixon Home until 1963.

Valerie Day was around the

same age so my recollection of them would have been of a situation w ell after the tim e
of Lorna Nelson w ho I understand le ft in around 1955.
87. I d o n 't know anything of Lorna Nelson's history after she le ft Retta Dixon Home.

I do

know she married a Cubillo boy but he was not one of the Retta Dixon children.
88. A t one point a fe w years ago w e had a conference up here and we learned from one of
the missionaries w ho was still w orking w ith and moving among the old children of the
Retta Dixon Home (Elizabeth Ham), th a t there was a bit of rankling going on.

Our

director arranged a meeting w ith the people, including Lorna Cubillo and they all got
along very w ell.

A fterw ards, Lorna came to our church tw o or three tim es w hich w as

very pleasing.

I understand the man she married was Catholic so she had not

continued to be part of our Protestant church com m unity.
89. A p art from this contact, w e m ight see her occasionally in the supermarket and she w ill
alw ays say hello and is friendly.

W hen our son died last year (his name also being

M ervyn) she telephoned us, and spoke to my w ife . She thought it m ust have been me
and w as quite upset. She told my w ife th a t she had always respected me.
90. A t Christmas tim e 1974 Retta Dixon Home was largely destroyed by Cyclone Tracy.
M ost of the records were destroyed although a fe w , including the personal history
records w hich I kept after I became superintendent, were saved.

W e were able to

reconstitute about half the buildings but the remainder were never replaced.
91. A t th a t tim e w e had about sixty children, possibly a fe w more, but there had already
been a decline in the numbers and in the applications fo r children to come into Retta
Dixon Home.

Policies had been changed and by then, the policy was to place children

into private homes rather than an institutional environm ent such as Retta Dixon Home.
Even before Cyclone Tracy, one of the cottages had been closed dow n and we w e re n 't
crow ded in the remainder by any means.
92. As the earlier children were grow ing older we still had some younger ones com ing
through but not as many.

I was getting applications direct from parents of young

I declare that I have read the above and that it is true and correct to the best of my
knowledge or belief.
Signed by:

Witness:
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children, asking me if they could come into Retta Dixon Home so they could get
schooling.

In fact, one of my biggest responsibilities as Superintendent was to keep

children out of the homes.

I received so many applications from parents, usually the

m other, of young children asking if they could come into the home for care, and I spent
hours explaining th a t it was the responsibility of the fam ily to care fo r their own
children, not simply to place them in a place such as RDH.
93. Fortunately, at the tim e Cyclone Tracy actually struck, m ost of the children had gone
home to their fam ilies or relatives and we d id n 't have as many children as w e would
norm ally have, at the premises.
94. I w ould certainly say th a t by the tim e of Cyclone Tracy, we were already on the
decline.
95. In m y tim e at Retta Dixon Home the children resided in cottages w ith a s ta ff member
acting as a "house parent".

Each house parent kept a small exercise book in w hich a

record was entered of anything notew orthy about a particular child and I reviewed
these books each week.

In retrospect, I am almost embarrassed by how little was

entered but as I explained to the Human Rights Commission in my submission, we
were a home, not an in stitution, and every child was an individual.

I had eight

children of m y own and d id n 't keep any records of my kids. I treated the kids at Retta
Dixon Home in the same w ay, w ith the same attitude.

In any event, all those records

were destroyed in the cyclone.
96. A fte r Cyclone Tracy the children were sent down to Batchelor and later to a guest
house in the Blue M ountains out from Sydney.

They returned to Darwin but it was

tw e lve m onths after the cyclone before they came back to Retta Dixon Home.
97. In the m eantim e the governm ent authorities had decided that as many of the Retta
Dixon children as practical should be returned to their families or home com m unities
rather than to Retta Dixon Home.

In th a t w ay, we lost quite a lot of our children at

th a t tim e.
98. From then on, the place was generally wound down and underwent a total change of
character. We still had a small number of children, enough for one cottage I think, who
w ere there to attend school.

The premises was renamed the Retta Dixon Centre.

U ltim ately it became a bible college, from around 1980.

I declare that I have read the above and that it is true and correct to the best of my
knowledge or belief.
Signed by:
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99. In later years, the premises was deemed unsuitable even for th a t purpose because of
aircraft tra ffic noise from the adjacent Darwin A irp ort and other such problems.
100. The bible college was relocated to Hum pty Doo and the buildings were sold o ff.
101. I personally retired from Retta Dixon Home in 1980 although one or tw o of the
m issionary s ta ff w ho were there w ith me continued on for a tim e afterw ards.
102. I am aware th a t Valerie Day, who I have mentioned was a girl at Retta Dixon Home
from the fiftie s through the early 196 0's, and had a close relationship w ith Amelia
Shankleton, holds a large collection of photographs of the Retta Dixon Home probably
covering its full history.
personal photographs.

These include the whole collection of Miss Shankleton's

I am unaware of a collection form ally named "The Retta Dixon

C ollection" referred to in Barbara Cummings book but I believe it w ould probably be the
collection held by Valerie Day.

Valerie Day is one of our church members.

I am also

aware th a t Bev Hanson, w ho w rote a thesis on the history of Retta Dixon Home, also
holds a num ber of photographs, possibly from Valerie Day's collection.

I declare that I have read the above and that it is true and correct to the best of my
knowledge or belief.
Signed by: ................................................. W itn es s:................................................................
Date:

