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Lenny Duff, aged 14:  We were down the beach that morning, me and my 

mate Jimmy. We usually go down early of a Saturday looking for stuff. Shells and 

pebbles, bits of driftwood, anything really, Mum can make into things to sell at the 

market. Ornaments like. It may be 1931, but money’s still tight even with Dad 

working down the Moruya quarry all week. That’s where they ship the big blocks of 

granite up to Sydney for the Harbour Bridge. Mum says it’s dangerous work, and a 

couple of men were killed there a while back, but it’s more dangerous on the Bridge 

itself. If you fall off that you’re dead by the time you hit the water.  

Sometimes I might find a penny, or tanner she lets me keep and me and 

Jimmy hang round till the fisherman come in to clean their nets, hoping they’ll maybe 

give us a fish. 

But that morning Jimmy’s up the beach waving his arms, and yelling, “Hey! 

Get a squiz at this!” and I can see this bundle of wet clothes so I race up, thinking he’s 

found something interesting. But turns out it’s this woman and kid, drowned. We’ve 

never seen anyone dead before, so we’re a bit shaky like, ‘specially since the kid’s 

only little, younger than us. There’s sand on his feet and his mum’s hair’s all matted 

with bits of seaweed. At first we don’t know what to do, we’re too scared to move 

almost, but know we got to tell someone. So I says for him to stay with them while I 

head off up the beach to find a cottage and have them ring the cops. When I get back 

he says, “The kid’s dead, but I’m not sure about his mum. You think we should we 

roll ‘em over and see?’  

“No, don’t touch ‘em,” I tell him. “We got to wait till the coppers get here,” 

but that takes another ten minutes.’Cept they bring an ambulance with them and the 

ambo kneels down and has a real good look and asks the constable for a knife to cut 

the belt that’s tied round them.  

And next thing, there’s cops everywhere telling us to stand back and not leave 

the beach and asking questions, like what we’re doing there and they make me open 

my bag to show I haven’t nicked nothing off ‘em. Then they load them onto 

stretchers, throw a grey blanket over the kid’s face and the ambulance drives off.  
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After that, we don’t feel like waiting for the fishermen so we clear off home, 

and on the way Jimmy says, “How’d you think they got there?” because the beach is 

only good for scrounging. You wouldn’t want to swim there on account of the storm 

water drain and fishing trawlers dumping their muck on the way round to the harbour.  

Then he says, “I reckon they must have been on a boat out at sea and the mum was 

holding the kid only he fell, so she dived in after him, but she couldn’t swim and they 

drowned.  

“Yeah,’ and I say, “but what if somebody pushed them?” Being tied together 

like. But Jimmy thumps me on the arm and says I read too many comics.  

That night but, we were still scared. I kept seeing them lying there, the little 

kid with his eyes wide open and it took me ages to get to sleep. Jimmy, too.  

 

Constable Carter:  On May 9th I had just started my shift when we received a call 

at the station that a woman and child had been found washed up on Brighton Beach. 

It’s not a popular spot. The only approach is through a large sandstone opening and 

the area’s full of rocks. The only access is over them. 

Constable Flecker and I arrived at the scene to find the woman lying on the 

sand on her left side and the body of a deceased child, lying on his right, facing her. 

Both were above the high tide mark. The child’s head looked rather large to me, 

which I took it to be swelling due to drowning, having being in the water for some 

time. He was small for his age, pale, wearing short pants and a jumper. I thought at 

first the woman had also drowned, but it turned out she was still alive, though very 

weak and her breathing very faint. She was medium height, with a pale complexion, 

light brown hair and wearing a thin cotton dress of a faded floral print and no shoes. 

An overcoat was buttoned around both of them, fastened by a belt.  

Two local boys, Lenny Duff and Jimmy Linton found the pair at about 7 am 

and raised the alarm. They were still on the beach when we arrived and I was a bit 

concerned they may have interfered with the bodies, but they appeared to be 

undisturbed and the bag Duff showed us only contained shells and other rubbish 

they’d collected. The woman had nothing of value on her person or anything to 

identify her. 

We continued to search the area for evidence, but finding none, we returned to 

the station where I wrote my report. 
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Walter Sanders, Ambulance Officer:  On Saturday last, I accompanied two 

constables to the beach, where I examined the body of the deceased, Jack Bryant, and 

his mother. They were lying on the sand not far from the water’s edge. The deceased 

was under a coat close to his mother who was still breathing, but her condition was 

very low. There are rocks at the south-east end of the beach, about 60 yards from 

where they were found and in my opinion, if they entered the water from rocks on the 

northern side, they could not have been washed up where they were found.  

 

Doctor Gordon:  At about 8.30 am on Saturday, an ambulance brought a woman 

and child to my surgery. The boy was about 5 years old and already dead, his clothing 

was covered in wet sand and I estimate he’d been in the water for about two hours. 

The mother was in an exhausted and weak condition and appeared quite thin, 

compared to the child. Her clothing was also caked in sand, which suggests she’d 

been in the water for the same length of time. Neither showed any signs of injury. 

I saw to it that she had a dry change of clothes and insisted she eat something, 

but no sooner had she revived, than she startled me by saying, “It’s my fault. I walked 

into the water with him.” She claimed to remember nothing more until she found 

herself washed up on the beach, which I believe to be consistent with her condition at 

the time.  

Once I’d finished examining them, they were taken to the District Hospital 

where she was admitted and the child’s body was taken to the morgue for an autopsy. 

 

Nurse Thomas, District Hospital:  She was a strange little woman, very quiet and 

appeared in a world of her own, but we all knew what she’d done. It was right round 

the hospital in minutes. Terrible thing too. Her own flesh and blood. And what an odd 

place to choose, but maybe that was why? Because it was quiet and no one would see 

her, but now I come to think of it, there’s that little cave nearby, so maybe she was 

planning to take shelter in that? Lots of people live in caves these days and she must 

have been desperate, poor thing. But she didn’t look the criminal type to me, she was 

too skinny and weak, still you never know, it takes all sorts. The whole time she was 

here, they had a policeman posted outside her door.  
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Constable McKenzie:  On May 9th, I was sent to the District Hospital to guard 

a woman patient. When questioned by staff she gave her name as Minnie May Davis 

and said she was 30 years old and that she lived in Surry Hills. She said, “I don’t want 

anyone to know where I’m from or what I’ve done.” But later, she gave another name 

and address, this time in Glebe, which I believe to be the correct one.  

She was quite frank about what had happened. “I’m sorry I made a mess of it,” 

she said. “He’s dead. I knew soon as we were washed up. Now I suppose I’ll be 

charged with his murder, but I don’t care. I’ll take what’s coming to me. I just don’t 

want anyone knowing what happened.” 

Later, I was with her in the hospital morgue and asked her, “Is this the body of 

your son you allege you walked into the water with?’” 

And she said,  “Yes.”  

Then on Monday, May11th, I went with her to the police station and formally 

charged her with the murder of Jack Bryant. She said nothing when cautioned, so I 

asked if she was prepared to tell me what actually happened on the previous Friday 

night? 

 “I came down from Sydney,” she said, “meaning to kill myself and him. I was 

tired of everything. I had no money, no job and even if I had, I couldn’t take him with 

me. So I went out on the rocks and walked in. I was underwater a long time and don’t 

remember much. I didn’t want to give any trouble. I’ve given enough already and if 

I’d finished it, there wouldn’t have been any.” 

She showed no remorse, but agreed to make a statement which was typed at  

her dictation and once read, she signed and stated it as correct. 

 She was charged with having feloniously and maliciously murdered Jack 

Bryant aged 5 and was placed on remand until May 25th. Sergeant Pym made it clear  

had she applied for bail it would have been opposed. For certain serious offences, 

unless the accused can establish there were exceptional circumstances, or show cause 

why their detention is unjustified, bail is denied, but Bryant didn’t qualify on either 

ground. 

 

Herbert Jenkins, Undertaker: I was engaged by the police to bury a child not from 

these parts but who’d been drowned in suspicious circumstances. His mother was 

from Sydney, and an autopsy had been performed, and the body was cleared for 

burial. 
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Normally, when I arrange a child’s funeral, I approach the parents  

cautiously, avoiding phrases like “It’s God’s plan” or “You’ll meet again,  

someday.” Parents hate such comments. But in this case I didn’t even meet the 

mother, she was already in police custody charged with his murder.  

This meant the child would have no one present at a pauper’s grave.  

His mother was penniless and the money for the funeral, as usual would come from 

the police fund for the purpose. 

On Monday May 11th, I accompanied the body to the Church of  

England section of Wollongong Cemetery with Rev. Edgar Walker who was to 

officiate.  A small grave was waiting in a remote, grassy corner where there were no 

headstones. Two gravediggers, John Hansen and Martin Rood, were standing by to 

act as witnesses. Rev. Walker read a brief version of the burial service, quoting from 

Luke 18: 16,  “But Jesus called them unto him, and said, ‘Suffer little children to 

come unto me, and forbid them not: for such is the kingdom of God.’”  

 Then as the coffin was lowered, Rev Walker picked up the first clod and I 

followed, sprinkling earth, feeling glad that I’d decided to dispense with a shroud. It 

seemed so impersonal. Instead, I’d dressed the boy in some clothes our youngest had 

grown out of and placed an old toy rabbit in his arms. I’ve dealt with a number of 

children’s burials over the years, mostly from disease or accident but this had to be 

one of the saddest. Rev Walker was also moved and told me he offered to see the 

mother in custody to pray with her but she’d refused. 

 There was to be no headstone, of course, so I made a note of the area and will 

ask the gardeners to plant some flowers nearby. Something bright and cheerful that 

would appeal to a child. 

 

Sergeant Pym:  This has been a most dreadful and unnatural crime, which has 

produced a horrified reaction. The idea that a mother could take the life of her only 

child is beyond belief. It’s hard to imagine a worse crime or one that could inspire 

more public hatred.  

 And from what I’ve seen, Bryant has shown no remorse. If anything, it’s been 

almost a sense of relief. Her main concern seems to be her bungled suicide, not that 

she murdered her son. She talks of struggling in the water, knowing the boy was dead 

before she reached the beach and collapsed.   
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We would have allowed her to attend the boy’s funeral, but she didn’t want to 

and in my opinion that makes it worse, as if she cared nothing for him. 

 The newspapers have been quick to pick up the story and embroider it, as they 

always do. They claim the pair were found by a “man and boy”. That she left Sydney 

“on the 5 o’clock train”. That she planned to commit suicide and went onto the beach 

“near the small lighthouse”, wrapped a cloak round the boy imprisoning his arms and 

then jumped. Other papers describe her floating, getting frightened and struggling, 

while big waves carried them in to shore, but by then the child was dead and she spent 

the rest of the night on the beach. But if Dr Gordon is correct, they were only in the 

water about two hours which would make it 8 pm and high tide wasn’t till 1.27 am. 

Besides, the constables didn’t think their clothing was wet enough for them to have 

been in the water several hours, even if it had dried out a little on the sand.  

She’s unmarried of course, with no one to help support the child and she 

claims to have no money, so she couldn’t have bought a train ticket. But she could 

have come to us for help. Police don’t only evict people when they can’t pay the rent, 

we also help those in need. Just last week we handed out Food Relief Vouchers at 

Port Kembla RSL. There were so many people wanting them we ran out and had to 

call for more to be sent from Wollongong. For a while there things were quite heated 

and unpleasant and we ended up with a riot on our hands. There were twenty police 

armed with batons facing a mob of eight hundred angry people. Both sides sustained 

injuries, police and civilians alike and six arrests were made and yet, now the 

Minister’s accusing us of being callous in dealing with the unemployed and he’s taken 

supervision away from us and given it to the local committees! 

Perhaps Bryant was too proud to ask for help, but she’s not the only one doing 

it tough these days. We have homeless camps all round here and surely one of them 

would have taken her in? 

Anyway, she’s in custody now and will be transferred to Long Bay Women’s 

Gaol tomorrow. 

 

Policewoman Murphy:  I was ordered to escort Bryant down to Wollongong 

Coroner’s Court. We’re told not to make friends with prisoners in case they try and 

put one over us. I knew she wouldn’t be violent, but I still had to make sure she didn’t 

try and bolt. 
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We were to go by the earliest train so it was barely light when we left Long 

Bay for Central. On the way, we had to pass Happy Valley, or it may have been Hill 

60 or Frog Hollow, I can never tell the homeless camps apart, they’re all depressing. 

There are tents for the new arrivals, tin shacks and humpies for those who’ve been 

there longer and kids running round everywhere, barefoot, even in winter. But I find 

the saddest are the women, old and toothless before their time. Still, they make the 

most of it, sharing cooking fires and whatever else they can. Neither of us said a 

word, but I could feel Bryant shiver beside me. 

On the train while we sat together, I undid the cuffs, until she needed to go to 

the toilet then I went and stood outside the door.  

 What struck me was how quiet she was throughout. Most prisoners like to 

talk, especially those on remand. They’ll tell you their life history, and of course, 

they’re always innocent, but Bryant was different, she said hardly a word. Nothing 

about her son, or her past life or how it had happened. She just stared out the window 

at passing farms, stretches of bush, the road. 

 

Coroner’s Court, Wollongong, Wednesday, May 13th. Deputy Coroner, Mr 

James Carberry:  I conducted a magisterial inquiry into the death of Jack Bryant, 

aged five, whose dead body was found beside his unconscious mother on Brighton 

Beach, on May 9th. 

The child’s mother, Katherine Mary Bryant, was in court, having been brought 

down from Long Bay Women’s Gaol. She was a pale, slightly built woman, with light 

brown hair and grey eyes. 

Mr Strom was appearing for Bryant, Sergeant Pym represented the police. 

Dr John Kent, pathologist, told the court he had performed an autopsy on the 

body of Jack Bryant on May 10th at the District Hospital. “The child was in a fairly 

well nourished condition and I saw no marks of violence on him. In my opinion his 

death was caused by drowning.” 

When he was asked to comment on the child’s mother, he replied, “She 

appeared to be clear - mentally.” 

 

Matron Casey, Queen Victoria Home for Mothers and Babies:  I have 

known the defendant, Katherine Mary Bryant, for five years. The hospital was 

established to give hope and a second chance to women society had shunned, the 
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“fallen” women. Unmarried mothers.  

These women aren’t charged for their stay, but are expected to attend to the 

needs of married women up until the time their own babies are born. After that they 

work as domestic servants to pay off their debt to the Home. 

Bryant was a patient in April 1925 when her baby was born and remained 

there until June 18th 1926. “It’s a small Home and most of the mothers leave soon 

after their babies are born, but Bryant stayed on longer, because she had nowhere else 

to go. She’s from England, you see, and has no relatives in Australia, so she was 

grateful for a place to stay. She kept on working as a domestic while her son was still 

a baby and during this time, I had plenty of opportunity of forming an opinion of her 

character and found her to be a good, hard working, honest girl. 

The babies of unmarried mothers are mostly put up for adoption, because their 

mothers can’t look after them and adoption is thought better than sending them to an 

orphanage. We ask the married mothers to express extra milk, which is collected each 

day by a “milk train” and taken to Camperdown Hospital for these babies until they’re 

old enough to go to their new parents.   

But in Katherine’s case, adoption wasn’t possible. From the time he was born 

her baby was, well, different from others and no couple would have wanted him. He 

was always crying and fretful, very hard to settle and to tell you the truth, he looked a 

bit odd to me. I don’t think he was quite - normal.  

I kept in touch with her for about three years after she left the Home, and even 

by then Jack still couldn’t speak, not properly. And he had an unusually large head for 

a child his age, so he tended to stand out from other children. Of course, I did what I 

could to see she was placed in suitable positions, in situations where she could have 

the boy with her, but after that I lost track of her and didn’t see her again until last 

Saturday in Long Bay Gaol.  

It was there she told me she had no money but was afraid to ask the State for 

help, knowing they’d probably take the boy away from her. He was all she had in the 

world and she couldn’t bear to think of him in an orphanage. But I must say, she 

never struck me as the sort of woman who’d do something like this, at least, not 

deliberately, not in a normal state of mind.  

Sir, if the State will allow her to go, I will undertake to feed and clothe her 

until she is able to find work again.  
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Mrs Molly Kent:  I run a boarding house in Glebe and have known the female, 

Mrs Bryant, for about three weeks. She rented a room from me for about that length 

of time and was there until May 8th. 

 She left on Friday morning with her son, Jack, saying she was going to stay 

with relatives in Melbourne. They both seemed in good health and spirits, and not 

worried about anything, but she was a private person and never said much. She 

certainly didn’t mention money problems. Sometimes she’d ask for needle and thread 

to mend clothes, hers or the child’s, especially when she was going for a job and once 

I gave her some spare wool and she knitted a jumper for him and with what was 

leftover, a toy squirrel she stuffed with rags. I remember her saying squirrels 

reminded her of England. Anyway, the child adored it and carried it round with him 

everywhere. I used to see him out the garden next to the flowerbeds, talking to it. 

 I didn’t see her again until May 10th at the hospital, where I was shown the 

boy’s body and identified him as her son, Jack Bryant. The child was deficient in his 

speech and to be honest, I thought he was a bit simple, though of course, I never said 

as much. When I asked why she’d done it, all she said was, “I don’t know. I’m sorry 

for what I’ve done and I’ll miss poor Jack.”  

I asked her why she hadn’t said she needed money? She could have stayed on 

a bit longer till she was more settled. But she didn’t want to do that, said I’d been 

good to her and she wouldn’t have been able to repay me.  

She always struck me as a sensible young woman and I can’t imagine why she 

would want to drown herself and her little boy.  

 

Harry Myles, boarding house resident:   She was a nice enough little woman, but 

hard up, like the rest of us. She saw me repairing a pair of shoes once, I have a last 

and do all my repairs and she asked if I could fix hers and the kiddy’s, but I might 

have to wait a bit till she could pay me. I told her I didn’t want anything, I’d be happy 

to help. The last time I saw her was on the Friday and she seemed bright enough, but 

then she usually was. Always had a friendly word for everyone. She told me she was 

going to Melbourne, to find work because she couldn’t get a job in Sydney even 

though she’d tried, and I know she had, poor thing. I used to see her set out each day, 

but she never seemed to have much luck.  

She was a good mother, I’ll say that for her, lavished affection on that boy of 

hers. It was lovely to see them together, they were so close, though he didn’t seem 
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quite right to me, a bit odd. Can’t quite put my finger on it. She can’t have been 

married, or divorced maybe, because when she went for jobs she always had to have 

him with her, and with so many out of work nowadays, employers can pick and 

choose, without having to take on kiddies as well.  

He wasn’t a bad little fellow, even though we could get a word out of him, but 

soon as he saw her, his face would light up. I never talked to the other lodgers about 

him, but I always thought he’d be a right handful when he got older. 

On the Thursday night, she packed a suitcase and said good-bye to us, saying 

she’d be heading off early next morning. Of course, none of us had any idea such an 

awful thing would happen and it’s been a terrible shock. She just didn’t seem the kind 

of woman who’d harm anybody. 

 
Mrs Alice Walters, former employer:  Some of us whom Bryant had worked for 

took the trouble to write to the Prisoners’ Aid Society saying she was a good woman, 

industrious and of good character. She moved jobs quite a bit, but we all gave her 

good references. Her problem was the child. She was clearly devoted to him, but with 

no one to mind him while she worked she had to have him with her and he was a 

handful to say the least. He followed her everywhere and was constantly getting 

underfoot. On one occasion she was scrubbing my kitchen floor. It’s linoleum, black 

and white squares so it shows every mark, and somehow he’d managed to get hold of 

a ladle and was walking behind her pouring dirty water from the bucket all over the 

floor she’d just scrubbed. She didn’t lose her temper, I would have, but she didn’t say 

a word, just took the ladle from him and turned round and scrubbed the whole lot 

again. But to be perfectly blunt, the last thing you need in a kitchen is a child getting 

in the way. It could be dangerous.   

 And he had this nasty habit of suddenly appearing behind her whenever she 

brought in the tea tray. In front of guests, too. At one of my bridge parties, he stood 

staring at the ladies and I could tell they felt uncomfortable.  

But the last straw came that time with Ruth, my youngest. I’d managed to 

persuade Katherine to let him outside to play with Ruth in the garden, so she could get 

on with her work unhindered, but for some strange reason, he began picking all my 

pansies and lining them up in rows. Ruth told him it was naughty and tried to stop 

him, but he burst out laughing. Maniacally, and Ruth was terrified, poor child, she’s 
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only four. She didn’t know how to stop him and his laughter grew louder and louder 

till he ended up lying on the ground clutching his stomach. That’s when Ruth picked 

up a handful of soil and dropped it in his mouth. To stop him. She was crying when I 

ran out, “Mummy, Mummy, make him stop!” It hadn’t done him any harm that I 

could see and nothing would have come of it, apart from cleaning him up a bit but 

Katherine had seen it all from the kitchen window. She rushed out and told Ruth she 

was a cruel little girl, and took him inside. Well, after that, we agreed it would be best 

if she found another position.  

 

Mr Strom, Counsel for the defendant:  Miss Bryant’s character references attest 

to her being honest and hardworking and she impressed me as being of good 

character, although perhaps a bit simple minded, since she doesn’t fully appear to 

realise what has happened. However, she’s been truthful in her replies and hasn’t tried 

to evade my questions and if she doesn’t seem overly upset, we must remember that 

adversity and trouble can upset a woman’s nervous system, even her mental balance.  

When Miss Bryant first regained consciousness and spoke to Dr Gordon, I 

don’t believe her words were callously meant. She was clearly not as well nourished 

as her child, which would suggest that she made sure he was fed at her expense. The 

clothing of both was damp when they were found, but not very wet, implying that 

they had been out of the water for some time, so the child probably died soon after 

entering the water.  

Miss Bryant did not strike me as a woman with criminal intent. She clearly 

loved her child and would not have acted as she did if her mind had been in a normal 

state. It was her great fear of being left destitute and separated from him that made her 

behave so desperately.  

 

Coroner’s Court Wednesday May 13th. Deputy Coroner Mr James Carberry:  

 Throughout proceedings, the accused never once spoke or looked towards the 

Bench. Instead, she concentrated her gaze on the ceiling of the court room, while 

playing with her hands and not engaging with anyone present. 

Having heard the evidence, and listened to the police statements and character 

witnesses, my finding is that the child, Jack Bryant, met his death by drowning, 

wilfully inflicted. Accordingly, his mother Katherine Mary Bryant is to be returned to 

Long Bay Women’s Gaol on remand until May 25th, and is committed to stand trial. 
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Policewoman Murphy:  On the way back, after she’d been charged, she seemed 

to change. If anything she was a little brighter. She even said, “I’m glad it’s over. It’s 

a relief. Now I can face whatever’s left for me,” then she clammed up again. 

It was dark when we got back to Long Bay and I saw her through the gates 

into the care of warders. I was worried how some of the other prisoners might treat 

her, whether they’d attack her for what she’d done, so I said, “Goodbye Bryant. Look 

after yourself and I hope the trial goes as well as expected.” She nodded and gave me 

her only smile of the day.  

 

George Thompson, truck driver:  It was the missus made me pick them up. Gladys 

calls me hard-hearted and unfeeling, sometimes, but I prefer to think I’m “wary”. And 

it pays to be, what with so many homeless wandering the roads these days. They may 

be down on their luck but who’s to say they don’t have a kitchen knife or screwdriver 

handy to stick in your ribs and rob you. Gladys never worries about such things. She 

thinks the best of everyone but I tell her there’s a lot more crime about now so you 

need to be on your guard.  

 

Gladys Thompson, wife of the above:  George usually needs a bit of a prod 

before he does anything. He’s not a bad man, but he can be stubborn as a clam at 

times and I couldn’t bear to leave them there. She wasn’t hitching a ride, but the poor 

thing was struggling with that suitcase and the kiddie screaming to be picked up. He 

looked too big for her to carry any distance, she seemed so thin, and I remember 

thinking how’s she’s going to manage with him and the bag? 

 So I told George to pull over. “Would you like a lift, love?” I asked. “You 

look done in and we’re heading towards Wollongong if that’s any use.” 

 She hesitated a moment, then said, “ Yes. Thanks. Come on, Jack.” 

 There was no room in the cabin for them, so she hoisted the case up into the 

tray, lifted the kiddy in and climbed up after him. I didn’t get a real good look at 

them, but as we drove off I could see through the back window she was cuddling him 

and he’d stopped grizzling. 

 It was late afternoon around 5, when we left them by the roadside. “Will you 

be all right, dear? Where are you headed?” 
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 “Melbourne,” she said, and I said, “Oh dear, you should have caught the train, 

love, it’ll take you weeks on foot.” 

It was only next day, when George went out to the truck that he found the 

suitcase, but by then I thought she’d be much far further on. Not that there was 

anything in it, really. Nothing to say who she was, just a few clothes for him and a toy 

squirrel, hand-knitted, with odd button eyes.  

Then on the Monday morning George took it to the police station and came 

home with this funny look on his face. “You and your ideas!” he said. “A fine one she 

turned out to be!” 

“Who?’  

“That woman and kid you made me pick up. I wish I hadn’t now. It just goes 

to show, you can’t trust anyone these days.” 

Of course, I refused to believe him at first. It wasn’t till he showed me the 

newspaper and then I felt terrible. “We should have done more for them. Not less. 

Tried to help them somehow. That poor little mite. We should have offered them a 

bed for the night, or a meal, but George said, “Gladys, we did our bit. We can’t go 

helping every stranger on the road.” 

 

Governor, Long Bay Women’s Gaol:  Katherine Bryant was held on remand 

here for some months. Such prisoners are kept separate from other inmates and are 

treated differently. They are allowed to wear civilian clothing and to take phone calls 

from their lawyers and are considered innocent until proved guilty, but in Bryant’s 

case she had already confessed.  

Despite the appalling nature of her crime, she showed no signs of violence 

while here, but remained quiet and withdrawn. You would never have guessed she 

was capable of such a thing. She answered the warders when spoken to and gave us 

no trouble, but said she felt she was watched the whole time and said she’d rather be 

left alone. We pointed out this was a gaol, not an hotel and what she wanted was no 

concern of ours.  

 

Dr Hargreaves, visiting doctor, Long Bay Gaol:  I examined the prisoner on 

several occasions from May 12th and my initial concern was that she was 

undernourished so I made sure she was adequately fed. As to her state of mind, when 

I asked questions such as what year was it? Or who was the Prime Minister? She was 
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always able to answer. “James Henry Scullin,” she volunteered more promptly than I 

could and I wouldn’t have known his middle name. She knew the date the Bridge 

spans met - 19th August last year, when I’d forgotten and she seemed fully aware of 

her surroundings and why she was there. But at no stage did she show any remorse for 

what she’d done, though I cannot be sure if this was due to hard-heartedness, or not 

wanting to show her true feelings. She struck me as a very private person who 

preferred to keep her thoughts and feelings to herself. I have advised the Court that in 

my opinion she is not insane, and quite capable of standing trial.  

 

Lennie:   Hey, Jimmy! You know that woman and kid we found on the beach? 

Jimmy:  Yeah. 

Lennie:  It’s her trial today. 

Jimmy:  How come? She’s already in gaol? 

Lennie:  She was, but she still has to face trial and Ma says that’s today. 

Jimmy:  She didn’t look like a murderer to me. Too skinny. 

Lennie: Only they’re not all big and fat, neither. 

Jimmy:  But maybe she wasn’t quite right in the head. Like, if she’d wanted to 

she could have jumped off The Gap any time and not taken the kid with her.  

 

Central Criminal Court Thursday, September 24th, 1931: Mr Robert Macleay, 

KC, Crown Prosecutor:  Since she’s from England, Bryant may not have known 

the Court House with its grandiose columns and portico. It’s an impressive sight, but 

in her case the Black Maria bringing her from Long Bay would have driven round the 

back and she would have been kept in a holding cell until called. I watched her step 

into the dock and wondered what she must make of the sight, all our wigs and gowns 

but I was surprisedat all, . If anything, she appeared slightly embarrassed, possibly at 

all the fuss she’d caused.  

I always and make an effort with my appearance in court. I keep my wig in 

good trim and my papers neatly stacked, but once the prisoner’s in the dock, I try to 

avoid eye contact with them, preferring instead to look to the judge or jury. But in this 

case it was Bryant who was doing the avoiding. She didn’t once look in my direction 

or at the Bench. She didn’t even seem to look at the jury, but sat with her eyes 

downcast the whole time. I remember thinking she’s not doing herself any favours. 

She comes across as callous. 
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It may be a sad case, but she’s fit to stand and will be represented. Mr Strom 

only takes cases in Wollongong, but he has arranged for Mr Clarence to appear pro 

bono, for her. 

 

Mr Clarence, for the Defence:  Macleay presented a strong case, as you’d 

expect. Murder is murder, and all that. No room for sympathy if left up to him, so it 

was up to me to tug the heart strings of the jury. Mother, no help, no prospects, so I 

was hoping, when the jury retired, that I had it in the bag. But they were out for two 

hours and I began to get a bit nervous. I didn’t think she deserved to hang, but you 

never can tell how a jury will react.  

 

Jury Foreman:  Guilty. On the grounds of Temporary Insanity. 

 

Mr Clarence:  Well, Bryant, you must be pleased? The jury was on our side. 

Bryant: But what’s it mean, what the judge said?  

Mr Clarence:  Being kept in custody, at the Governor’s Pleasure? It means 

you’ll be sent to an asylum.   

Bryant:  But I’m not mad. I thought they’d hang me and be done with it, then 

I’d be with Jack. 

Clarence: No, believe me, this is the best outcome, what we were hoping for. 

You don’t deserve to hang, and the judge knows that, but he also knows it could be 

worse sending you back to Long Bay.  

Bryant: Why? 

Clarence: Because the other inmates would take it out on you for killing a child. 

They always do. Sooner or later you’d be bashed. And more than once. 

Bryant: But how long will I have to stay there? 

Clarence: It’s hard to say. Some years at least. It will be up to the doctors to 

decide when you’re no longer a danger to yourself or to others. 

 

Matron Baxter:   She seemed a mere slip of a thing standing there in my office, 

that first day, but I was firm with her. “Well, Bryant,” I said. “You’re here for as long 

as it suits them, so if you know what’s good for you, you’ll follow the rules and won’t 

cause trouble.” 
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 I saw to it she was given a uniform, the plain, grey dress all the women wear, 

and gave orders she was to be put in a room by herself on that night. Dr Milson would 

see her next morning but till then she was to have her meals by herself and after lights 

out, I made sure she was checked on regularly to make sure she settled and did herself 

no harm. It’s only a small room, with a barred window too high up for her to see out. 

This is so they are kept quiet and aren’t distracted. The beds have straps attached as a 

precaution but in Bryant’s case I felt fairly sure they wouldn’t be necessary.  

 During the night she was seen crying, but whether from remorse or her new 

surroundings, I can’t say. She was also restless, but that may have been because she 

would find it noisier here, than in Long Bay. Here we have patients who call out at 

night. They wail and even scream, some of them. The wilder ones especially are 

always worse at night. She finally went to sleep hugging her pillow and at one point, 

perhaps because she felt she was being watched she pulled the sheet up over her head 

and stayed like that for the rest of the night. 

 

Dr Milson, psychiatrist:  Women have always been the weaker sex, closer to 

nature, their biological characteristics more attuned to the rhythms of their natural 

demands, in particular, to motherhood. Their nervous systems are more sensitive than 

men’s, which means they are more easily upset, so stress, such as desertion by a 

husband can be a definite trigger to female insanity. It can cause them to become 

withdrawn, even to the point of catatonia.  

The basic wage for women is £1/19/0, so under two pounds, but as a domestic 

servant Bryant would earn less. The amount would be determined by the employer 

who may well have charged board for the child as well. Once that income was gone, 

the pressure of caring for a child without the support of a male breadwinner, would be 

enough to have her incarcerated, even without the added complication of his murder. 

The most common motive for filicide-suicide is an attempt by the parent to 

relieve any real or imagined suffering on the part of the child. We refer to this as 

altruistic filicide.  

 

Matron Baxter:  After that first night she was put into a ward with other 

inmates, but complained of being unable to sleep because one or two of the patients 

kept coming up to her bed and staring, which she found frightening. I told her she’d 
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have to get used to it, they were only curious, and eventually they would leave her 

alone.  

 

Dr Milson:  I saw Bryant the morning after her admission and initially she refused 

to answer any of my questions till I pointed out I had all the time in the world, years if 

necessary, so it was in her best interests to answer. She is not catatonic, but seems 

acutely depressed and admits to feeling low, not just for weeks or months, but years. 

Ever since she left the Queen Victoria Home, in fact.  

When I asked about Jack, she said he was a lovely baby, even though for a 

long time he didn’t smile like other babies, nor do any of the things they were meant 

to, and he cried a lot, which got her down.  

She told me she believed he had very few chances in life and, as she saw it, 

killing him and herself, was the kindest option, the only option. She said his head 

always seemed too big for his body and she used to wonder if it were her fault, that 

perhaps she’d done something while she was carrying him to cause it and this made 

her feel guilty, having brought him into the world. So she tried to create a magic 

space of their own, a cocoon to protect him, but at the same time she felt trapped in a 

long dark tunnel from which she would never escape. 

 

Matron Baxter: Some of the inmates here hardly speak. They mutter, or let out 

a scream that can scare the life out of you till you get used to it. And at meals they 

either toy with their food or sit shovelling it into their mouths, spoon after spoon, like 

machines, till their bowl’s empty. Porridge, mush, anything. Mud, if they weren’t 

watched.  

Then there are those who can’t or won’t feed themselves. They’re made to sit 

on benches arranged in a square, facing out, waiting for the nurse to come round and 

stick a spoonful of stew in their mouths. They’re fed one at a time and by the time she 

comes back, they’re supposed to have swallowed, but some of them gag, or spit it out, 

which can be very frustrating. They can’t help it, but honestly, they’re like naughty 

children at times. The food is not very imaginative, but it’s wholesome. We grow 

whatever vegetables we can, pumpkin, Queensland Blues, which tend to drown out 

the taste of potato which they like more and if we can manage to get any, we add a 

little mince. Nothing that requires a knife or fork, as they’re too dangerous, and it’s all 
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mashed up so they can’t choke on it. Sometimes instead of stew they get soup made 

from cabbages and turnips we grow. 

As for Bryant, she’s the odd one out here. She’s clearly depressed and 

probably bored, after all, she has nothing to do all day but wait to see Dr Milson. 

 

Dr Milson, psychiatrist:  Did anyone tell you to kill Jack?  

Bryant:  No. Of course not. He was a child. He wouldn’t harm anyone. 

Dr Milson:  But did you hear voices? Giving you orders?  

Bryant:  To kill him? No. There were times I asked God why He’d done this to 

me, but voices, no. And there was one time when things were really bad, I thought of 

taking him to the Easter Show and losing him. I’d heard that others did it. They’d take 

their kids to Sideshow Alley and distract them while they disappeared. The children 

would be taken to the Lost Children’s tent and after two days when nobody turned up 

to collect them, they became wards of the State. But I couldn’t do that to Jack. And 

anyway, where was I going to get money for the Show? 

Dr Milson:  Had you ever tried to kill yourself before?  

Bryant:  No. But I’ve thought about it. Jumping from the Harbour Bridge, 

perhaps. After all, enough men had fallen from it. But how was I going to get up there 

and what would have happened to Jack? It’d be an orphanage for sure and how would 

he cope? 

There were other times I told myself that once he started to grow his head 

wouldn’t seem so large, that somehow it would fit him better. I even reminded myself 

that Dr Bradfield was short and he had a big head that hadn’t done him any harm, 

after all, he’d designed the Bridge. So for a while I stopped worrying. But Jack still 

didn’t talk, well hardly, not that others could understand him, and he didn’t behave 

like other children his age. So it finally dawned on me he was never going to change, 

no matter what I did and I was a bad mother for wanting him to.  

 

Dr Milson:  Initially she had nothing much to do with the other patients. I 

was told she avoided them at meal times, and sat at one end of one of the long tables, 

not speaking and during the day she kept mostly to herself.  

 

Matron Baxter:  It did take time, but gradually she started to settle in more. One 

day she saw one of the cleaners in the corridor with a mop and bucket and offered to 
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help and when I asked why she’d offered she said, “Because it will stop me thinking. 

I can’t do nothing, just staring into space.” 

Of course, in Long Bay she would have been put to work in the kitchen or 

laundry, but here most of the patients can’t be relied on to undertake tasks if left to 

themselves. But she has always worked so work means regularity to her. Security in a 

way. Comfort of sorts. So I asked could she sew, that we have a sewing room.  

“Sew what?” she asked. 

I told her we needed sheets mended, swapping outsides for thin middles and 

we could always do with more uniforms for the women, and sometimes even, 

shrouds. She went pale at this and said she couldn’t face shrouds, but for the rest, yes. 

So we put her to work and she proved most willing. She could turn a seam as neat as 

any of the nurses and often faster.  

 

Dr Milson:   With no family here, did you ever think of going back to 

England? 

Bryant:   Yes, but how? I’d no money and no prospects back there. Only 

family. And yet, if I’d stayed, none of this would have happened.  But then I wouldn’t 

have had Jack, either.  

Dr Milson:   So when were you born? 

Bryant: In 1900, Wolverhampton. I had a brother Harold, four years older, and 

my sister Lily, was two years older. Ma said I was a sickly baby and she thought they 

might lose me, so they had me christened with a saucer of Holy Water at three days 

old, to make sure. It must have worked too, because I survived. Pa worked in a 

factory making engineering tools but when I was still quite small we moved to 

London, because he’d heard talk his factory might close and he was scared of losing 

his job. He’d had this fear of the workhouse ever since he was a kid but luckily in 

London he found another factory, so we had a roof over our heads.  

When War broke out in ’14, Pa was 57 and too old. Besides, his factory 

started making gun parts so his job was secure. But our Harold all of 18, couldn’t 

wait. He was just over the regulation 5 foot 3, but a bit pale and fresh-faced so he 

turned up to Recruitment with coal dust smeared round his jaw so he’d look like he 

hadn’t shaved. When he told Ma that night he’d been accepted she nearly died. Her 

only son off to fight the Hun and Pa had signed the papers! He told her they wouldn’t 

send him overseas till he turned 19, but it turns out Harold’s said he was nineteen 
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already and, well, that did it. Ma made Harold promise to take care and not try to be 

silly and brave and he said the extra money would come in handy, what with rationing 

about to start and one less mouth to feed.  

He was right, too. There were ration posters already going up to make us feel 

guilty, like Mr Bread. "I am a slice of Bread. My weight is an ounce,” and if you 

added up all the slices wasted there’d be enough to fill two whole ships. So waste any 

and you were helping the German navy, trying to blockade us. But in our house there 

were never any left over. Ma saw to that, because she was the one had to stand for 

hours in the bread queue. 

At first the government didn’t want women to work, well, not middle class 

women who’d never worked in their lives, but we working class girls had gone into 

domestic service or factories, soon as we left school. It was posh women suddenly 

wanted to make themselves useful, so the government had to listen. 

Dr Milson:  Did you feel as if you were doing something worthwhile?  

Bryant:  I suppose so. And with the men away, there were all sorts of jobs you 

could get, like collecting tram fares, even though it meant having to put up with 

drunks and cheek. Or sticking up billposters, delivering letters and telegrams. Not that 

me or Lily ever wanted to deliver one of those black edged telegrams. But factories 

were turning out machines and parts, even aeroplanes, so they needed all the workers 

they could get. 

Then as more men were sent to the Front, more of us did their jobs. When the 

War started Lily was working as a machinist in a textile factory and I’d started as a 

tidy-upper, having just left school, but the factory soon switched to making uniforms. 

So both of us did that till someone tipped us off about munitions. Then Lily, bold as a 

brass doorknob, told them she was eighteen and I said sixteen Not that factories were 

all that fussy by then, and we didn’t mind getting out of bed before five of a morning 

while it was still dark to walk to work. They started us off on a lathe, some seven foot 

long, me feeling all grown-up in my blouse and long skirt, but after a couple of days 

my eyes were that bad with grit they had to send me to hospital to have my eyeballs 

scraped. I left hospital with bunged-up eyes that could hardly see so there I am, 

staggering along the pavement and people must have thought I was on the bottle.  

Dr Milson:  They surely didn’t make you go back on the lathe? 

Bryant:  No, they put me on cartridges after that, then one of the girls said you 

got extra for filling shells. So we put our hands up for that even though it was terrible 
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work. Real dirty and we had to wear overalls, brown so as not to show the dirt, and 

belted in, with trousers underneath and our hair covered by mobcaps. At first we were 

nervous about the men still working there, that they might think we were forward for 

wearing pants. Ma said we looked a shocker and what must Pa think, his only 

daughters dressing like blokes.  

Dr Milson:  So it was more dangerous work? 

Bryant:  Too right. We had to fill them with picric acid. Big clumps of yellow 

crystals. Poisonous. The factory called them “HE shells” and must have thought we 

were stupid if we couldn’t figure out HE stood for High Explosive. Or maybe they 

thought initials sounded safer, but all the while they kept telling us we'd be fine as 

long as we kept our wits about us. Well, we stuck it out, the dirt and the noise of the 

grinders and drills going all day long, pulleys and lathes doing the buffing, till we felt 

we’d go deaf just about, and all because it was good money - £2.4s.6d! More than 

we’d ever seen for sure, but it still didn’t seem fair we were doing the same work as 

men only they got more, That’s because the factory owners knew they could pay us 

whatever they liked, lump it or leave it. Then the tram conductresses went on strike 

for better wages and some of the munitions workers in other factories did too, but we 

were too scared of putting the Munitions Tribunal offside and we’d lose our jobs. 

Anyway, in the end it made no difference.  

Dr Milson:  But you were helping the war effort.  

Bryant:  Yes. But it was dead boring and we tried hard not to think of the 

thousands who’d be killed because of what we were doing. We kept telling ourselves 

there were plenty of factories in Germany same as ours, making the same kind of 

shells to kill our boys and got on with it. We even made up songs to pass the time: 

  Oh my heart is beating lightly, 

  For I know I'm doing rightly 

 When I'm turning out the shells to smash the Hun. . .  

That sort of thing. There were others too, some quite rude.  

Some days I couldn’t get those wretched tunes out of my head and by then I 

wasn’t even on the lathe. But the worst thing was they didn’t tell us how we'd turn 

yellow. Not on the lathes, or bullets and clips, those of us filling shells. Our faces and 

hands turned first and the stuff made us sneeze. It left this nasty, bitter taste in our 

throats and heaven knows what it did to our innards. There were accidents too we’d 

hear about but they tried to hush up, and by the end of the War, we heard rumours that 
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maybe as many as four hundred girls had died in them but we’d never know. The sad 

thing was, when something did happen, us girls would keep on working, not even 

looking up from our bench, we were all so scared of losing our jobs. 

Each day when we arrived at the factory they searched us to check we didn’t 

have cigarettes or matches on us. But what we worried about more was what we’d 

look like when it was all over. Like old crones probably, because by then, people had 

already started calling us “canaries” on account of how yellow we looked and some 

even stood aside in the street to let us pass, like we were lepers. 

Dr Milson: Did you resent this? 

Bryant:  You bet. But then one night, towards the end, when Kath wasn’t quite 

eighteen still, but pretending to be, two of the girls asked us to a pub and not wanting 

to seem stand-offish, we said yes. Well, next thing we’re settled in a corner booth 

where the lighting’s a bit dim and we don’t look so yellow and these soldiers come in. 

They asked could they join us and Annie says, “Yes, charmed I’m sure,” and they do. 

They seemed nice enough. Colonials. On leave. Or as Ma said later, ”Out for a good 

time more like.” 

 Anyway, after a few drinks we went for a walk with them. Annie and Edna 

were bolder than we were, we could hear them laughing and giggling, with their 

chaps’ arms round their waists, but Lily and me were more careful, like. They only 

had a week in London and wanted to see more of us, but Ma was wary, claiming she 

had a sixth sense about these things. Only Pa said we may as well have a bit of fun, 

because there wasn’t much around, but Ma still kept insisting we keep our wits about 

us.  

Reggie, my chap, was Australian, younger and taller than the others and a bit 

of a clown with his red hair and always making the others laugh. He made me laugh 

too, and straight away I liked him, probably because he didn’t call me canary or mind 

that I looked yellow. He even said it made me look tanned like I’d been in Australia 

and what if a typical English rose was pale, I could be his golden wattle. It was 

blarney, I know, but it made me feel good about myself and at seventeen you need 

that. So I saw him next day after work and most days till their leave was up. Being tall 

too, meant I had to look up to him and that made me feel safe, as well. It was silly 

perhaps, but back then, it did back. Not that Reg didn’t try it on still, so Ma was right. 

She used to say by the time their hand got from your hem to your knee you knew 

what they had in mind, but he was quite blunt, saying, "Aw, come on love, you 



	 																																																																																																After	the	Sea	

	 23	

wouldn't send a bloke back to the Front without a bit, would you?" and the thing was, 

part of me felt grown up enough to say yes, but I knew I’d cop it if Ma found out so I 

sent him packing.  

He wrote once, after the Armistice. Said he’d be kept back in France digging 

graves but was I married, or engaged? Did I have a feller? He was hoping to get over 

to London before he was shipped back home, but I never heard from him again. 

Part of me glad nothing had come of it, it’s not like we were engaged or 

anything. We didn’t even have an understanding, not like poor Annie. Soon after 

they’d gone, she found herself knocked up but told her ma she and Tommy were 

practically engaged. Even so there was hell to pay. Her ma said they had to marry on 

his next leave but then he went and got himself killed and she couldn’t work any more 

because the picric was too dangerous for the baby, which meant she didn't have a 

penny to her name. His pay book and personal effects had gone to his mother who 

knew nothing of Annie and probably didn’t want to. So me and the others on HE got 

together and bought her some things for when the baby come. It was all we could do. 

 And Edna, too, was caught out but didn't dare tell her folks after what had 

happened to Annie, only her mother guessed anyway when she started being sick of a 

morning and putting on weight. Edna wouldn't say who the father was, but we knew it 

was her soldier who’d plied her with one sherry too many one time and things got out 

of hand. She never saw him again either and her ma called her awful names and told 

her to pack her bags. So Edna asked around and found some woman who said she 

would see to it, but it nearly killed her, she being quite advanced by then. She started 

bleeding something awful and ended up in hospital and they called her ma who felt 

bad then and said she could come back home but she didn’t know how she was going 

to face the neighbours.  

Dr Milson:  The War affected everyone.  

Bryant:  Nothing was ever the same for us. Our Harold was killed in ’16, and 

Ma and Pa never got over it, Ma especially. I realised then what it must be to lose a 

child. Even a grown one. They moped around all day, hardly saying a word to each 

other, even when the Armistice was signed and the rest of the country went mad. 

Big Ben chimed for the first time since it started and shops and schools closed 

so everyone could pour out on the streets and join in. The girls from munitions left the 

factories in our overalls, lorries full of us, waving flags and banging tin trays, 

anything to make a din. It was almost like scaring evil spirits away. We simply had to 
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be on the streets with everyone else, cheering, laughing, and hugging strangers.  

 We all thought it would be the start of a whole new world but when you 

stopped and looked about you saw so many families had lost a husband, or son, 

maybe a brother. And those poor boys who’d come back, had eye-patches, or sleeves 

pinned up, lungs done in from gas or maybe a jelly of nerves, not fit for company. 

Violent too, some of them, to their wives and kids, especially when the grog was in 

them but that’s why they drank - to forget.  

Dr Milson:  Nobody knew how bad. 

Bryant:   We all felt washed up, on a beach, left for dead, like. 

Dr Milson: How were you coping? 

Bryant:  My eyes were sore still and the whites yellow and my skin felt itchy a 

lot of the time. And I’d get these niggardly headaches and dizziness. They told us it'd 

pass, in time, we just had to be patient. A bit like having a baby, nothing you could do 

about it. 

Dr Milson:  So after the war, what did you do?  

Bryant: Lily and me tried for other factories but none of them wanted us. Not 

by then, with the men coming back. Then Pa had his accident. His factory was back to 

making engineering tools again, and maybe he’d become a bit careless, I don’t know, 

but one day he lost two fingers and after that, he couldn't work any more.  

Dr Milson: How did you manage? 

Bryant:  Ma had to let a room. Ours wasn't a big house, only three small 

bedrooms but one, Harold’s old room, Pa painted with a brush tied to his hand and 

Ma made new curtains and a bedspread so it looked quite fresh and new. Rooms were 

in demand for men wanting digs so it was snapped up. Mind you, she couldn't charge 

much, there being only one toilet down the back and a shared washroom, but she did 

his laundry and he paid extra for meals. 

Lily and me helped by taking in washing and mending and Pa too, bless him, 

potted about fixing the odd creaking stair, or broken chair and taught himself to glue 

things with his left hand as best he could. He took his suit to the pawnbrokers saying 

he didn’t need it and anyway it didn't fit like it used to and he started a veggie garden 

out the back to help Ma.  

 Meanwhile, she kept saying what a nice young man, Alfred our lodger, was, 

when he must have been forty at least and plain as day, but Ma insisted, telling me 

how respectable, always paid his rent on time, such a good job and all, teller in the 
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bank, but we took no notice. That’s until he asked us to the pictures one night and 

since I’d hardly ever been I said, "yes" straight away. Ma wanted to know what we’d 

be wearing, because you never knew what might come of it and we said it was only 

the pictures after all, but she said, beggars can't be choosers and I don't know whether 

she meant because we still looked yellow or there weren’t enough men now to go 

round and we could end up on the shelf like Unclaimed Treasures. 

 Anyway, as it turned out, Lily was taken sick on the night, but Ma said I still 

had to go and I’m sitting there laughing fit to bust at Charlie Chaplin when Alfred 

slides his arm round the back of the seat and I'm thinking, "Oh dear" because I don't 

fancy him in the least. Not that he wasn't polite and all, walking me home but when 

we got there the house was dark and I'm wishing Ma and Pa hadn't gone to bed so 

soon, but I still offered to make him a cup of cocoa because Ma would have wanted 

me to, then I say goodnight and go to take mine up to my room. But next thing, he’s 

there on the landing and grabs me, pushes me against the wall and starts groping, 

pulling my skirt up and I’m saying, “Alfred! Please!" not encouraging him at all, but 

he’s our lodger still, only he doesn’t stop so I’m calling, “Pa?” And next thing he's out 

of his room shouting, "What's going on?" and Alfred clears off to his own room and 

slams the door.  

 We don't see him at breakfast, he's gone even earlier than usual, and that night 

he hands in his notice. Tells Ma she’s encouraged him with her daughters and she 

doesn't say a word, but Pa’s on my side and says, "He had a cheek trying to put one 

over my girl." 

 So Ma cleaned out the room and charged the next lodger more and he turned 

out to be different, more friendly and talkative for a start. Less creepy, even though he 

had a limp and had to climb the stairs slowly and there's me thinking at least he won't 

be able to chase me on the landing. He’s the same age as Harold would have been and 

Pa treats him more like the son he’s lost and they play cards and go off to the pub for 

a pint on Fridays. 

 Ma and Pa were keeping their heads above water, just, and were better off 

than some. By then whole families were living in single rooms with maybe seven kids 

or more and all crammed into four beds.  

 Things went on for us like before except William the new lodger, was 

becoming sweet on Lily and she on him and Ma was delighted at the thought of 

maybe having one daughter at least, married. But it made me I realise I had to get 
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away and make a life of my own. So one night, sometime in 1920, autumn, when 

William and Lily were out and the three of us sitting round the table after tea, I told 

them I was thinking of emigrating. To maybe New Zealand or Canada, even Australia 

and they looked shocked. Maybe it was blunt but I said I still had a little saved from 

munitions, not much, and there didn't seem much point staying in England where I 

had no future. I tried softening it a bit saying with Lily and William married and in a 

place of their own and me gone, they’d have two rooms to let and I even joked, ‘Who 

knows? I might even find a husband in Australia! There’s not enough left here.’  

 They were quiet for a bit, then Ma said perhaps it was for the best that I was 

young still and deserved a chance. But Pa was upset, his only son gone and soon both 

his daughters and he came on all tearful. He’d been more easily moved since the War 

ended. Over anything really. So I hugged him, said it didn't mean I didn't love him 

still and Ma made us another cup of tea and we felt better. “Besides, Australia’s 

bound to be warmer than London,” and we all laughed. 

 It was true I had a bit of money but not enough for the whole fare so was 

hoping to work part of my passage. Not on one of those huge ships that brought the 

troops home, but something smaller and in the end I found a berth travelling steerage. 

 

Shipping News:  Miss Katherine Bryant to Sydney. Domestic, age 20. 

Aberdeen Line – Themistocles - 3rd Class.  

 

Dr Milson:  So when was this? 

Bryant:  January 20th 1921 we sailed, and arrived March 8th. Mind you, when I 

saw the cabin with its porthole halfway above the waterline I began to have second 

thoughts, but by then it was too late. Ma was hugging me and insisting I take her 

lucky Queen Victoria shilling, and they were calling for all visitors ashore. So I stood 

by the rail waving and it was only after the crowd had left and the shoreline was 

slipping away that I went down to the cabin for a good cry.  

 There were four of us sharing, berths both sides and hardly room to move, all 

standing at once. So we took turns sitting on the lower bunks. Two of the girls were a 

bit older, mid twenties maybe, but Jean was my age, and all of us were hoping for a 

better life on the other side of the world and prepared to work at anything that came 

our way, domestic, factories, even as barmaids, though I don't think Ma would have 

approved. Still I was tired of factories and they weren't hiring many servants since the 
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War, and those they were weren’t paid nearly as well so I was hoping Australia would 

prove different.  

 Since there weren't enough people travelling steerage to open the Third Class 

saloon, we ate in Second Class, after their sitting and the shipping company put us to 

work in the galley peeling spuds mostly or washing up, clearing away after meals.  

 Not that I could face food when we reached the Bay of Biscay, where we hit a 

big storm. I felt sick enough to die and couldn't work, but Jean swapped bunks and 

looked after me, said it was the least she could do, we were family on board and she 

worked part of my kitchen shift to cover for me. But once we reached the 

Mediterranean it was smooth as a shelf and I had my sea legs back again and made it 

up to her. 

 They all left the ship in Melbourne hoping for factory work, but promised to 

keep in touch. Not that I expected them too, it’s what you say when you wave good-

bye, but they did for a while. I chose Sydney because Reggie used to talk about it. Not 

that I had any idea where he lived or how to contact him, but it seemed as good a 

place as any to start a new life. One of the crew said to try The Rocks for somewhere 

cheap to rent, it was close to the city and it sounded like it must be near a beach, and 

Reggie had talked about them, so was surprised how narrow the streets were and the 

little houses, seemed more like the London. The landlady eyed me up and down till I 

squirmed, said there’d be no gentlemen callers or I'd be out on my ear. But when I 

asked could she tell me where to find an agency that placed domestic servants, she 

softened a little and directed me up town.  

It wasn’t too long before I found a job for five days a week, in a big, old house 

in Elizabeth Bay, as a maid only, since they had a housekeeper already. Probably just 

as well too, because her room was scarcely bigger than a broom cupboard and I was 

glad to come back to my own little room of a night. I had a primus stove for boiling a 

kettle, a bathroom down the hall and not much cleaning to do since I was gone each 

morning early to catch the tram. It was often dark when I set out and dark when I 

came home since I didn't always knock off when I was meant to. If the family was 

having company for dinner, the housekeeper, who was also the cook, needed me to 

stay and help so I'd have put on a black dress and wait on table. Then when the guests 

had gone, I’d wash up and put away and sometimes I'd be home so late I’d have 

missed the last tram and have to walk back to town.  
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I hated those times, the roads were so dark and I was scared, but I would 

clutch Ma’s lucky shilling and stick to main roads under street lights and of course, I 

never had much money on me so not worth robbing. By the end I got used to it but 

my favourite times were winter mornings, when fog settled on the harbour some days, 

and you’d hear the foghorns booming across the water. It reminded me of London and 

home. 

Dr Milson:  But clearly, things didn’t stay that way. How did you come to have 

Jack? 

Bryant:  I stuck out the job for two years till about April of ’23 when they said 

they couldn’t afford a maid, not with a housekeeper as well, but they gave me a good 

reference to find another position. Only by then I was tired of being in service and 

decided to try for barmaid. There were plenty of pubs round The Rocks so no tram 

fare, I could walk, and the second pub I tried was prepared to take me on as a trial. 

Soon I was pulling taps like I’d been doing it for years, laughing at their jokes, side-

stepping their cheek, which was harmless mostly, and if it got too rough, I’d call the 

manager who’d sort them out soon enough. We had all sorts come in, seamen, 

wharfies, labourers, chippies and builders and come 6 o’clock we called, “Time 

gentleman” and throw them out, which meant I got to go home early and that suited 

me fine.  

 I’d been working there nearly a year when one afternoon everything changed. 

Who should walk in but Reggie. Sounds impossible I know, and I didn’t recognise 

him. Not at first. Him not in uniform and being more weathered like, probably from 

working out in the sun. I should have known him, from his red hair. That was the 

same, you couldn’t get away from it, bright red, and curly. I could never understand 

why his mates back then used to call him Bluey, but when I asked why, all they said 

was because he had red hair, and that didn’t make sense. 

Dr Milson:  So when was this? 

Bryant: It must have been early ‘24. I remember because they’d chosen an 

English company to build the Bridge and signed the contracts in March of that year so 

there seemed to be more going on round the docks and more men coming into the pub 

of an evening.  

Anyway, he came straight up to the bar and said in a loud voice, “Well, if it 

isn’t Little Wattle, fancy seeing you!” and I felt my cheeks start to burn, only he 

laughed and said, “What brings you all this way, love? You come to Australia to find 
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me? You hear that, fellers? This little lass has come all the way from England. She 

must be sweet on me!” And the other blokes started to laugh and there’s me wishing I 

could disappear behind the bar.  

But minutes later they’ve forgotten and are back demanding more beers and 

Reggie’s sorry for teasing and says how pleased he is to see me, really. Tells me he’s 

never forgotten that time in London, and was ever so sad not to get back again before 

they shipped him home. But now Fate’s brought us together and he’s luckiest man in 

Sydney. All blarney like before, but truth was, I was pleased to see him. I’d no friends 

to speak of, not real friends, and seeing him was a link with home. Besides, he was as 

cheeky as ever, and could still make me laugh. 

Dr Milson: So you saw him again? 

Bryant: Yes, he was waiting for me outside after closing and we walked and 

walked round the streets for ages, just like in London, and he told me how he wasn’t 

able to get much work when he first came out of the Army, just odd jobs now and 

then and not enough of them. But now he was working on the docks, as a wharfie 

which paid heaps better.   

 He walked me back to my boarding house and said he’d see me again soon, 

and it was only when I got inside I realised I’d lost Ma’s lucky shilling. It was in my 

coat pocket and it must have been that clink I heard when we stepped off the kerb so 

it had gone down a drain. I was already thinking of writing to tell her I’d met Reggie 

again, but I wouldn’t mention her shilling, it would only upset her.  

 From then on I must have seen him twice a week, maybe, in the pub. He said 

he only came to see me, but it was still a while yet before I agreed to go out with him 

and then only for a drink, down Circular Quay. He knew so much about all round The 

Rocks, the narrow streets where plague broke out and the houses and pubs being 

knocked down to make way for the lead up to the Bridge. Somehow it brought the 

whole place alive for me and I found myself looking forward to seeing him of a night 

in the pub. 

But I could only ever see him after work, till one day I suggested we go for a 

picnic on a Saturday or Sunday. Looking back he seemed to hesitate for a moment, 

but then he said, “Right you are, but it’ll have to be Saturday, my Sundays are tied 

up.” 

 “You don’t strike me as a church going man?” I laughed but he said on 

Sundays he went to see his mum and I thought, “Now there’s a kind man. Not many 
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chaps would.” So the following Saturday, we went to the Botanic gardens and I took a 

picnic. It was a lovely day, warm still, and we were there till around 5 o’clock when 

he suddenly jumped up, said he had to go, he had things to do before seeing his mum 

next day.  

After that, I counted on seeing him most Saturdays and we went all sorts of 

places, like Bondi Beach where he rolled up his trousers and went paddling while I sat 

on the rug and watched. And one day, to the races where he won a bit which made 

him happy, and all the while he kept saying how wonderful it’d be to spend more time 

together, all our time, and it made me think he was plucking up courage to ask me to 

marry me. I even made bold and suggested one Sunday he might take me to meet his 

mum, but he said. “No,” a bit too quickly, now I think of it, she was in a home and 

very frail and he’d have to pick the right time. So I left him to sort it out and thought 

no more about it. But he kept telling me how much he loved me, he didn’t know 

what’d he done to deserve me, that I was the best thing could happen to him. All that.  

Then once it started getting colder he said why didn’t we go to my boarding 

house for an indoor picnic but I told him my landlady would throw me out if she 

caught us. But a few weeks later he said he’d taken a room in a nearby pub, he was 

tired of catching the train home every night after a heavy shift. He lived in one of the 

southern suburbs, and his really early starts were taking their toll as well. So next 

Saturday we went to his room where he had nice lunch set out, bread and ham, cheese 

and apples and that’s where we spent most Saturdays through winter. Not every week, 

but often enough.  

But came the day I realised I’d missed and even then I thought, one day, two 

was nothing, only when it came a fortnight and no sign of him in the pub, I began to 

worry. Finally, one evening he strolled in, up to the bar, cheeky as always till he sees 

the look on my face, and says, ”What’s up, love? Missed me?” 

 I was holding a glass in one hand and a tea towel in the other and was tempted 

to throw one or both at him, but all I said was, “No, but I want to see you after.” Then 

when 6 o’clock came and they’d swilled their last, I went out to meet him. For a 

moment I couldn’t see him in the half-light and thought he’d done a runner but he 

came out of the shadows saying, “Sorry I haven’t been round much lately, love. I’ve 

had a lot to do with my mum.”  
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 “Well, you might have to do a bit for me now because I’m expecting.” He 

stared as if he hadn’t heard and maybe it was shock but I hoped it meant he was 

pleased. “What? Lost for words?”  

 “How long?” 

 “A month maybe, give or take. But you said you loved me, I was the best 

thing to happen to you, so can we get married, soon?”  

 Even under the street light I could tell he’d gone pale.  

 “Reggie? You want to marry me, don’t you?” 

 “Yeah, but what I’d like and what’s possible are two separate things.” 

 I had this sudden sick feeling in the pit of me stomach. “What d’you mean?” 

 “I’m married already.” 

 I felt my knees start to give way and would have fainted if he hadn’t caught 

me by the arm.  

 “You can’t be? You said you’d marry me.” 

 “No I didn’t. I said I’d like to. I’m sorry, love. In England we had a bit of fun, 

but there was this girl back here, see, she’d knitted socks for me and written letters 

and I didn’t love her, but Mum said she’d waited for me so I couldn’t let her down.” 

 “But you didn’t love her?” 

 “It’s not simple as that. I was fond of her and now we have two little girls and 

she had trouble with the second so she won’t be having any more. But they’re young 

still, so I couldn’t walk out on them, could I? Besides, she’s Catholic so she’d never 

give me a divorce.” 

I made my way towards a bench and sat down. My head was spinning and I 

needed to think. “But how have you managed to see me all this time?” 

“Because I was lying to her and believe me, I feel bad about it. I told her I was 

working late, Saturdays shifts and overtime. But things are a bit tight money-wise still 

and just lately she’s been asking about the extra money. Where’s it gone?” 

“And Sundays?” 

“I’m with her and the kids. It’s the only time they get to see me all week.” 

“But what about Sundays with your mum?” 

“I’m afraid that wasn’t true either. She died. Two years ago.” 

 I didn’t know whether I was more angry with him for lying or me for being so 

stupid believing him. “But what am I supposed to do?’ 
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“I don’t know. See to it, I suppose. There must be some woman around here 

who could fix you up. Your landlady might know of someone.” 

“What, and have her throw me out on the street once she finds out so I have 

nowhere to go? Thanks a lot.” 

Even in the half-light I could see he looked not ashamed so much as 

embarrassed. All his jokes counted for nothing and I suddenly saw him as pathetic.  

“I’ll chip in towards it, I mean. I can’t manage half, but maybe a quarter.” 

By then I was so angry I could barely speak but could hear myself saying, “I 

never want to see you again, Reggie. Ever. Don’t come anywhere my pub. Find 

somewhere else to drink.” And after that, I didn’t see him. I don’t know what became 

of him and I don’t care. Except, I hope he went back to his wife and kids and did the 

right thing by them, but who knows? Maybe he already had somebody else lined up? 

As for me, I had to keep on working for as long as I could, and just as I 

suspected, once I started to show my landlady wanted me out. Said there was 

someone wanting my room, but luckily for me, Ted the publican, was kind enough to 

say I could go on working so long as it didn’t show behind the bar and not being tall 

that helped. And his wife, Dora, took me under her wing and gave me a little back 

room upstairs and said I could stay for as long as I needed. Then when the time came, 

she knew the matron at the Home. Rather funny, now I think of it, I end up in the 

Queen Victoria Home, having lost my Queen Victoria lucky shilling.  

Dr Milson: But that still doesn’t explain how you ended up on Brighton Beach? 

Bryant:  Because I lied to them in Glebe at the boarding house. I couldn’t tell 

them how bad things really were, that I was down to my last £1, when most of them 

were pretty skint too. I couldn’t have taken money from them. And Mrs Kent was a 

good woman who let me stay, on tick, till I found a job, but any longer would have 

been bludging. The truth was, there were no jobs. At least, none where I could take a 

kid with me. So I told them I had relatives in Melbourne, because it crossed my mind 

to try and look up the girls who’d stopped there, maybe they could help. That’s if I 

could find them, and they were still at their last address. By then I was desperate. 

So we set out, me telling Jack he had to be a good boy, to hold my hand and 

not let go. He stared up at me with that big round face of his all smiles and trusting 

and it was all I could do not to cry. When things were blackest for me, all I ever 

wanted to do was hold him, and rock him, back and forth and try to forget the whole 

world and everything in it. 
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The cost of a train ticket to Melbourne would have taken most of my £1, so I 

bought Jack a sandwich and myself a cup of tea, hoping to get lifts in lorries or cars, 

but I wasn’t thinking straight. In England everywhere seemed close, but I’d never got 

my head around distances here. We were lucky a few times with lifts, even though 

there were long walks between. And then around 5, Jack started to grizzle and began 

to turn it on a treat because he was hungry and I realised he hadn’t eaten since 

breakfast, so I told him I’d find him something soon as we stopped. But when that 

couple dropped us off, I knew I wasn’t going to find any food out there with no shops 

and it getting dark and even if I managed to cadge something from somewhere in 

return for washing up, there’d be another meal after that and another, and then what?  

It was when the woman asked where we were headed that I knew I should 

have caught the train and how far we still had to go. So I muttered something about 

finding another lift soon and once they’d gone we started walking again, me holding 

Jack’s hand, looking for a beach. 

 

Dr Milson: Gradually I’ve noticed a change come over her. Matron said she’s been 

making herself useful and it seems to have done her good. She’s less moody and 

isolated. So when she asked if she could work in the garden, I had no objection. She 

can’t escape and being outdoors in the sun will do her good. Of course, I gave 

instructions she was not to have access to any sharp tools she could use to hurt 

herself, until we’re sure she can be trusted.  

 

Head Gardener: I’m only called Head Gardener because there’s only one. The 

asylum can’t afford any more men these days, but this is the first time I’ve had an 

inmate offer to help. To be honest, most are beyond it and besides, it can be heavy 

work and it’s often boring. Digging up potatoes and the like. Pulling turnips, cutting 

cabbages. But she took to it willingly, and proved a good worker. Then after a few 

weeks, she asked could we please plant some flowers as well?  Pumpkins and turnips 

were all very well to feed the inmates, but there was nothing bright and cheerful for 

them to look at and wasn’t that just as important? So I give it some thought and next 

time I came to work I gave her some seeds for daisies and pansies that brought a smile 

to her face. “Pansies,” she said, “they were Jack’s favourites! He pretended they were 

little people wearing fancy hats. And I told him from where I came from the old 

people used to call them Heartease, or Cuddle Me, and the best name of all was Jack-
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jump-up-and-kiss-me! And I’d grab him and hug him and we’d roll around on the 

floor, laughing.”  

She looked away for a minute, then next thing she’s down on her knees, 

carefully planting them round the edges of the beds that face the hospital.  

She was a nice enough woman, hard to imagine she’d done what she had. She 

seemed so kind. We were in the grounds one day, when some of the bigger inmates 

took a set against one little patient who was less than five foot. Well, you should have 

seen Bryant. She’s not tall herself, but she stepped in and gave those women what for, 

defending Jilly, that was her name, and from then on the two of them were always 

together. Jilly looked up to Bryant like an older sister, even though she’s in her fifties 

and older than Bryant. 

 

Matron Baxter: When Bryant was being considered for release, I worried at the 

effect it might have on Jilly? What would she do without Bryant to protect her? She’s 

been in here since she was ten, having run away from her convent boarding school 

when her family decided she was too rebellious for them to control. So she won’t be 

let out any time soon, if at all, and it’s a pity. She’s been through such a lot. She was 

uncontrollable when she was first admitted and would break windows trying to get 

out, so we had to straightjacket her. She had constant bruises from being restrained by 

the nurses but since then she’s had E.E.G, and more recently she’s been operated on. 

So now she’s as quiet as a little child, which is why the others pick on her, of course. 

 

Bryant: There were times soon after I came here, that I liked to think of Reg in 

a straightjacket. Trussed up like a chook, unable to move. Tight enough to cramp his 

style, stop him getting his slimy arms round me. Or anyone else. I even wondered if 

he’d read about me in the papers? And what I’d done? How he might have felt when 

he realised I’d murdered his only son?  

But it wasn’t long before I barely gave him a thought. It was Jack I 

remembered and how I truly believed he had no future. That neither of us had a 

future.  

I hope if Reg did read the newspapers, he’s sorry. 

 

Dr Milson: So Kate, I assume I can call you Kate now you’re almost due for 

release? Have you thought any more about going back to England? To your family? 
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Kate:   No. How can I? It would take me years to save the money and besides, 

I haven’t written since I found out I was pregnant.  

Dr Milson: hy not? 

Kate:   What would I say? Dear Ma, I had this child, your grandson, but I 

drowned him so they sent me to an asylum and I’ve been here ever since. The weather 

remains warm, hoping this finds you well, your loving, Kate.   

Dr Milson:  Yes, I can see it would be difficult. But surely, they must wonder 

what’s happened to you? 

Kate:  Of course, but I’m still not about to tell them. 

Dr Milson: Never mind. We’ll make sure you have a job to go to and somewhere 

to stay when you leave here.  

 

Head Gardener: The last time she was working in the garden, I gave her a little 

bag of seeds I’d been holding back and told her to keep them in a dry, dark place and 

only plant them when she felt the time was right. In memory of her boy. She was a 

mite tearful at first, then she gave me a hug, which I hope Matron didn’t see from her 

window, or it’d look like I was being over-friendly with the inmates and I’d be in for 

it. And that was the last I saw of her.  

 

Matron Baxter: When she came into my office to say goodbye, I said, “Well 

now Bryant, has it really been ten years? It doesn’t seem that long, does it?”  

“Twice as long as my Jack’s. He would have been fifteen by now.” Then she 

said, “I’ve said good-bye to Jilly but I’m not sure she understood it’s for good. So 

I’ve asked the gardener to keep an eye on her, to make sure the others don’t bully her. 

And I’ve made this for her. Would you please see she gets it after I’ve gone?” 

 Then she handed me a rag doll she’d made, the size of a human baby, and 

quite lifelike, with a smiling little face and dressed in pretty, hand-made clothes. 

 “Why, that’s lovely, Bryant.” 

 “It’s from scraps in the sewing room, working in my spare time. But tell her 

it’s from me, to bring her luck. She told me she’s always wanted a baby of her own.” 

 

Kate:   When I came out in 1941 we were at war again and it crossed my mind 

that perhaps my release had less to do with not being a danger to myself or others and 

more to do with the war effort? That maybe Dr Milson thought I could make myself 
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useful again, not in munitions this time, but in a hospital, where he thought I’d feel 

safe after living in one for ten years. If the new matron knew where I’d been she 

didn’t say, but merely asked what I could do. “Home duties” I told her. It sounded 

better than housewife, which I wasn’t, and more fancy than cleaner, which I was.  

 

Australian Electoral Rolls -1943 Randwick: – Prince of Wales Hospital - 

home duties.  

 

The hospital had been taken over by the army after the last War, and renamed the 

Fourth Australian Repatriation Hospital. Apart from a couple of big old stone 

buildings up the top of the site, it was nearly all Nissan huts, boiling in summer, 

freezing in winter with twenty five beds in each and a nurse in charge. Of course, I 

was only there to dust and mop floors, collect dirty linen, scour bedpans. I wasn’t 

expected to talk to patients, and was told it was not my business to, but going through 

the huts each day brought the last War all back to me. These were this War’s Harolds 

who’d made it home and if they spoke, I answered. Why would I deny them a bit of 

human company if that’s what they wanted? And they were a sad lot. The maimed 

and blind, those on crutches waiting for limbs, some with their heads bandaged, even 

those with half their faces blown away.  

I lived in one of the huts at the back of the hospital with other cleaners and 

workers when I first arrived the strangest thing was seeing myself in a mirror again 

after so many years. There were no mirrors at the asylum, or in Long Bay, so the last 

time I’d seen myself was back in Glebe. I looked at the face that stared back at me 

and hardly knew it. It was far more lined, the hair greying and where once it was short 

and cropped, now drawn back tight in a bun. There was a small mirror above the 

basin in our hut and I’d find myself sneaking a look whenever I passed. It was as if I 

needed to make friends with this person that I knew, and yet somehow didn’t 

Then one day, the head cleaner and I were having a cup of tea in our break and 

she told me the hospital wasn’t always for sick people, that it had started life as an 

orphanage, the Asylum for Destitute Children. And soon as I heard I felt a chill come 

over me, like a sudden bucket of iced water.  

 

Head Cleaner: It was back in the 19th century of course, but a terrible name. 

All those poor little mites left abandoned on the streets, or else dumped in here 
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because their parents couldn’t feed them. They had as many as eight hundred here at a 

time, and there were deaths, of courser. The usual measles and whooping cough, but 

some more suspicious too, some of them, beatings, covered up. There’s a cemetery up 

behind the old buildings, with a few headstones still, go and look at it. 

 

Kate:  And I did, as soon as I had time to myself and there it was. Overgrown, 

a few weathered headstones mostly broken or fallen, the lettering hard to make out. 

But there was one, to a Francis Martin, aged 3, died October 18th, 1863, that had me 

in tears. I’d always hated the idea of orphanages, maybe it harked back to Pa and his 

fear of the workhouse, yet this one had done better by little Francis than I had by my 

Jack who’d never have a headstone to himself and it was all my fault.  

Thankfully, no one at the hospital knew what I’d done, even though I hadn’t 

changed my name. But there’d been no photograph of me in the papers at the time and 

so no one seemed to remember. Ten years is a long time in anyone’s life.  

Then, towards the end of the war, the Head Cleaner was reading a paper one 

afternoon and showed me a headline: 

SIX DROWNED IN CREEK: MOTHER ENDS OWN AND 

CHILDREN’S LIVES.   Deniliquin, Sunday. 

 

And all I could think of was how this woman had succeeded when I’d failed. 

 

Head Cleaner:  Can you believe it? She’s not alone. She’s got a husband 

cutting railway sleepers. And at 29 she must have known what she was doing?  

Kate:   Maybe.  .  . 

Head Cleaner: It says she was being treated for nervous strain and worry, but 

all five? There were a hundred people out searching till finally they tracked down the 

pram from the tyre tracks. She’d left it on the bridge over the creek with a note inside. 

Kate:  How old were the children? 

Head Cleaner: The oldest twelve, then eight, five, four and only three months. 

They found the two youngest first. It’s a terrible, terrible thing. How could a mother 

do such a thing?  
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Kate:   I said nothing, but from then on I was scared I might give myself away 

or she’d find me out somehow, so I planned to move on as soon as I could.  

But before that happened, I took the seeds the Head Gardener had given me, 

up to the little cemetery and I planted some for Jack, some for Francis Martin and 

some for each of those five children. The last I planted for their mother, because I 

knew her. I too had been there.  

 

Australian Electoral Rolls - 1949 Waterloo: Royal South Sydney Hospital, 

Joynton Avenue, Waterloo - hospital cleaner.  

 

Since I had no proper training - munitions doesn’t count unless there’s a war on, I was 

stuck with cleaning, but the army had made it clear once the War ended it would only 

want its own people working there so I began looking for another hospital, smaller 

and further away and I moved there in ’45. 

Royal South Sydney was a public hospital, where no one would know me or 

find out I’d been locked away for years. This matron was a friendly enough woman 

who asked what else I could do, as they were short staffed. So I told her sewing and 

they soon had me making up towels and sheets, pillow cases, hospital gowns even. 

And when there was no sewing needed doing, they put me in the office learning how 

to file and type. Only two fingers at first, but enough for envelopes and for the first 

time in years, I felt I was doing something more worthwhile so I stayed for five years. 

 

Australian Electoral Rolls – 1954 – 15 Grosvenor Crescent, Summer Hill – 

hospital worker. 

 

Kate:   By now I had a little put by and was feeling more confident being out 

in the world. So I left the hospital and took a room in a boarding house in Summer 

Hill. It was an old terrace, a bit run down but the rooms were clean and comfortable 

and the best thing was, it was close enough to walk to my new job.  

 Unlike other hospitals, Renwick was for infants under two, whose parents 

couldn’t afford doctors. So the beds were cots and the walls were painted primrose 

yellow with light shades to match so it didn’t feel like a normal hospital. The wards, 

there were twelve of them, had glass walls between so light flowed through and made 

it a cheerful place to work.  
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All this time I’d managed to keep my past to myself, but still gave my real 

name. So when I was asked if I liked children, I said yes, that I’d had a son once but 

he’d died and they must have thought, having been a mother, I’d be good with 

children. I wasn’t nursing them of course, only working in the office where they gave 

me the title “hospital worker”, but general dog’s body more like. I fetched and 

carried, delivered messages to the wards, filed, typed (I was getting better and could 

manage business letters now) and generally worked hard, but I loved it. Occasionally 

when the nurses were busy, I even read to the children, though every now and then 

there’d be some little boy who reminded me of Jack. 

  

Australian Electoral Rolls – 1958 – 15 Grosvenor Crescent, Summer Hill – 

hospital worker. 

 

Kate:   While I was there, I spent most of my spare time in the garden, 

planting pansies wherever I could, not for Jack this time, but because children loved 

them so. Whenever the nurses brought the prams out into the garden for some sun, I’d 

suggest to the children they pretend the flowers had faces and sometimes I’d see the 

older ones showing pansies to the babies.  

I was there in all, eight years, which made me sixty-two now. Jack, if he’d 

lived, would have been thirty-seven. Old enough to have been a father himself, and 

for me to be a grandmother. Every time a grandmother came to the hospital to see 

some little mite in his cot, I’d think of what I’d done, and what I’d lost. And it had me 

wondering about my own parents. Pa would have been over a hundred by then, and 

Ma almost the same, so most likely dead, both of them. I had no way of knowing 

where Lily was, assuming she and William had married and moved out. Perhaps I 

should have written when I came out of the asylum and confessed but even then Pa 

would have been in his eighties and the shock would have killed him.  

 

Australian Electoral Rolls – 1963 – Holt Homes, Acacia Road, Sutherland,  

hospital assistant. 

 

Probably because I was now much older and thinking of Ma and Pa that I decided to 

move from Renwick, away from small children, to work in a nursing home for the 

elderly. I was now called “Hospital Assistant” which could mean anything and 
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everything. Answering phones in the office, doing jobs for matron or the nurses, and 

in my spare time of course, still planting flowers. Why should pansies be for children 

only, when they could brighten the lives of old people as well. So I planted some in 

the garden in memory of Pa and Ma, and since many of the residents were too frail or 

bedridden to make it into the gardens to see them up close, I asked matron could I 

plant them in the window-boxes and she was delighted. She found money to buy seed 

and I went round, room by room, box by box, bringing little splashes of colour into 

their lives, all the while hoping that Lily, or others, might have done as much for Ma 

and Pa.  

I had little to do with the residents themselves, other than say hello as I passed, 

mention the weather, always the weather, they liked that, then one day I saw a name I 

never expected ever to see again and I thought, it can’t be. Then I remembered he’d 

lived down this way. I never knew where exactly, but the southern suburbs 

somewhere.  

When I checked, it was definitely his name on the door, and I could see his 

wife sitting beside him, holding his hand and patting it, but it was clear to me he no 

longer knew her. Then when she’d gone for the day, I slipped in, closed the door 

behind me and stood for some time staring down at this pathetic little form, white-

haired and shrivelled under the covers and for an instant, it occurred to me it would be 

so simple to pick up a pillow and hold it to his face, wait till the arms stopped flailing, 

the twitching subsided. They would most likely think he’d died in his sleep.  

But I couldn’t. 

I felt no hate, no anger, just pity. “Goodbye Reg,” was all I said, and as I left 

the room, two women approached, his girls, women in their forties, one quite like him 

when he was young and I thought, “What would you say if I told you had a half-

brother once?” But I didn’t of course. After all, they’d done nothing to me. 

   

Australian Electoral Rolls – 1980 – 1 Acacia Road, Sutherland – assistant. 

 

Kate:  I’ve been retired now for some years, but still live here in the staff 

quarters. I’ve nowhere else to go. So this is home. My last home. I keep busy, as Ma 

used to say, better to wear away than rust away. So I sew and knit, children’s clothes 

mostly, and toys they sell at their fetes, but I don’t garden, not any more, it’s too hard 

on the knees. 
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I still think about Jack, barely a day goes by when I don’t and I shouldn’t have 

done what I did, but the sea swallows and the sea rejects. We don’t get to decide.  

A creek is more certain. 

The other day Matron asked if I had any instructions for my funeral and I told 

her, nothing. I want nothing said about my past, but I have given her some money, 

enough to give me an unmarked grave in Wollongong Cemetery and if there’s any left 

over, it’s to buy pansies for the flower beds. 

 

Lennie Duff:  It’s hard to believe I’m now 63. It doesn’t seem all that long 

ago I turned 50. But we had the family over, our four plus the six grandchildren, all 

underfoot and toys everywhere. The noise is unbelievable when they’re all together, 

but we love them and can’t imagine being without them.  

But every now and then, I look at the middle one, Billy, he’s five, and it takes 

me back all those years to that Saturday morning on Brighton Beach and that little kid 

with his big head and damp, red curls tied to his mum inside her coat.  

And it’s something I’ll never forget.   

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 
 


