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'The government never helped in any
way in those days so we had cows

and my sister, myself and my mother
we had to milk the two cows and
sell the milk to buy the feed and

that helped my mum with, you know,
the food side of things. She used to
make the butter and all those sort

of things, you know.'

Fay talks about how her mother raised four children  
after her father died at the age of 39

An interview of Mrs Fay Curtis, (nee Gibbs) was conducted by Gigi Hesterman
on 19 October 2011 

on behalf of the Kalamunda and Districts Historical Society.
 

This summary of the original interview was prepared
on behalf of the Bill Shaw Oral History Group

Fay Curtis ( nee Gibbs) with sister Myrtle at Barton’s Mill. Circa 1933



Fay Gibbs was born on 17 July 1930. Her
mother couldn't get to the hospital so her
grandmother brought her into the world at
home in Barton's Mill. 
 
Her father, George, was born in Kalgoorlie.
He worked as a Saw Doctor and lived at
Barton’s Mill which was located about five
miles out of Pickering Brook.  
 
Fay's mother, one of  ten children, was born
in Mt Helena in 1912.  During the 1920s Fays
mother and five daughters ran the boarding
house for the single men who worked in the
mill. They provided  all the meals, baking
bread, making jam and cooking on wood
stoves.
 
Fay's grandfather had teams of horses and 
 they would snig the logs into the mill. There
were no tractors or machinery in those days
so they would drag the logs in from the bush
with two draught horses, load them onto the 
 locomotive that would bring them into the
mill by rail. He worked with his five sons who
were all in the same trade only coming in
from the bush on the weekends. 

Barton’s Mill was like a little village with
about 25 to 30 houses, the boarding house
and a lot of huts providing the single men
with sleeping accommodation. 
 
Church services were provided in the school
by a visiting Minister every four weeks and
Sunday school was provided to the children
every week. 
 
When Fay's mum was a child she travelled
daily from Barton’s Mill to Pickering Brook
School by horse and sulky. They would tie
the horse up throughout the day and then go
home after school.
 
Fay's parents met at the mill and married
when her mother was just 17 years old. Fay
was the eldest of four children.  She lived at
Barton's Mill until it closed and was
converted into a prison farm.
 
When she was six years old the family
moved to Smailes’ Mill in Karagullen.

John Farrant's Homestead, Gooseberry Hill. circa 1909.

 Winching up the logs to be snigged to the railway line. Barton’s Mill.  Circa 1930s Grandmother’s boarding house, Barton’s mill, circa 1920’s



There were no shops located at either of the
Mills but Fay remembers a lady who ran a
canteen.  She sold tinned goods and lollies
from what was like a tiny deli.
 
Groceries were delivered once a week by
Jimmy Crabb from the Crabb’s Store. Fay's
grandmother would go shopping in Perth on
the train that ran from Barton’s Mill to Perth.
She would buy bags of flour, sugar and tinned
goods. They had to buy in bulk and would get
up at five o’clock in the morning to bake the
bread.
 
When they lived at Smailes Mill the sugar and
oatmeal was stored in large drums that were
sealed with a lid. There were no fridges then
only coolers which were covered in hessian
bags with a water tray at the top and flannel
draped down the side.  They would have to
keep filling the water tray to keep the butter,
milk and perishables fresh. Fay recalls being
able to make jelly and having it set in the
cooler overnight.

They had to buy supplies every week
for freshness.  The meat was stored in
a mesh like bag so the air could flow
through and hung from a hook outside.
The bags kept the meat fresh and free
from flies. 
 
Fay's mother and aunts were all very
good cooks and everything was
homemade.
 
Chickens and pigs were raised at the
mill and they were killed and cooked on
site. It was a pretty hard life but that
was the way of life then with no local
shops.
 
It was similar at Smailles Mill but
supplies were more readily available 
 with grocery deliveries provided twice
a week from Karagullen. 
 
Roy Gray delivered around Karagullen
and Pickering Brook.

Log Chop at Bartons Mill

Food and Supplies at the Mills

Smailes Mill, Log truck. Circa  early 1950’s



Fay went to school at a little house in
Carinyah, a forestry settlement about a mile
from Smailes’ Mill. The school catered for all
grades in one classroom. Once she had
completed grade 6 she went to Kent Street
High School in Victoria Park. She had to stay
with her aunt but was homesick so she
returned home and completed her education
by  correspondence. 
 
There were around 18 students attending
Carinyah and Fay recalls her teachers being
very firm and keeping students under control. 
 
There were no doctors or hospitals close to
the Mill but Fay didn't recall any serious
accidents requiring medical assistance.  Her
father was a great believer in home remedies
and used cod liver oil.  There was plenty of
fruit and vegetables to support a healthy living
style.
 
As Fay grew older she had wonderful times at
the dances held in the Carilla Hall in Pickering
Book.  She also went to the dances in the
Karagullen Hall where large crowds danced
until one and two o’clock in the morning.

Alice and Bert Beard owned the Pickering
Brook Store. Bert played the drums and
Alice was wonderful on the piano. They
provided the music for the dances where
the whole district would go. There was
never anyone left at the Mill because they
would all be at the dance in Pickering
Brook.  
 
Many people didn't have a vehicle but
there were a couple of people who had
trucks and they would take everybody on
the back of their truck. People just 
 climbed aboard even if it was cold or
raining.  Some of the girls would make
sandwiches and one lady would make
coffee in a big copper for supper. 
 
On Sunday mornings they would all meet
at Carinyah about a mile down from the
mill and play tennis all afternoon. 
 
On Fiday nights the single men would run
a truck from the Mill to Kelmscott and 
 catch the bus to Perth. Everybody
seemed quite happy with a simple life.
 
Fay recalls having a good social life. 

Schooling and entertainment in Pickering Brook
Barton’s Mill team of horses. Circa 1920’s 1930’s Barton’s Mill, Loco bringing logs in from the bush. Circa 1920’s 1930’s



Fay Curtis ( nee Gibbs)  Carinyah tennis courts. Circa 1947

Fay was 14 years old at the end of WWII
and remembers the excitement of Victory
Day. They weren't able to go to the
celebrations in the city because they didn't
have a vehicle. They would listen to their
battery run radio and read the West
Australian to keep up to date with news of
the war. 
 
Her father went to war for a short while but
didn't leave Australia.  He was soon recalled
to the Mill as his job as a saw doctor was an
important one that was specialised. She
recalls a tunnel that was used as an air raid
shelter and the food rationing.  Families
were given coupons to provide them with
their supply of butter, sugar and tea.
 
Fay learned how to sew and made clothes
for herself and her sister as they couldn't
afford to buy them. Leaving school at the
age of 16 she started work with her 14 year
old  sister. They worked at the Illawarra
apple orchard in Karagullen picking and
packing fruit. They rode their pushbikes
seven miles to work and seven miles home
again. 

War, work and marriage
Fay finished working at the orchard after the
apple season in 1951 when she met her
husband John Curtis.  John was a local
timber worker who had been working down
south before returning to the Mill where they
met. 
 
After they married in 1952 they lived in a  Mill
house because he was an employee. They
lived there with her mother and sisters until
her mother managed to buy a block of land
in Carmel and build her own small house. 
 
John and Fay had three children before he
got a job at the Kalamunda Shire driving
machinery.  The family bought a weather-
board home in  Recreation Road,
Kalamunda where they stayed for some
years. They sold the property and bought a
home in Kirkdale Road where they remained
for more than 50 years.
 
Fay felt that she had a very happy life
despite experiencing hard times and several
heartaches from the loss of family members
along the way. At the time of this interview
she had six grandchildren.

Illawarra Orchard
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