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			ROSE KIRBY 

			in conversation with Lynne Channing

			It all came too late!

			Memories are a wonderful thing. During Rose’s 83 years she has faced many trials and tribulations, some more traumatic than others but they have made her the strong woman she is today. Many of the stories below are taken straight from Rose’s memory journal and are in her own words unedited.

			Rose Florence Marlene Kirby (née Smith) was born on January 8, 1941, in the Deniliquin Hospital in New South Wales. Her parents James and Elsie Smith had three other children: sister Christina Isabella, and brothers Eric Arthur, and George Arnold. Tragedy had struck with the passing of another brother, called either James or Graham.

			“He had become sick and as they lived twenty-five miles from town and travelled by horse and cart, the baby had passed by the time they got there. Her mother was left holding the child for hours unsure of whether they were busy or neglecting her. Rose hopes that her mother had someone there with her for support.
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			Elsie Lavinia Ingram

			I want to tell you all about my mum, your grandmother. She was a woman that I loved, admired, she was my friend, my teacher. But most and best of all she was “my Mum”. I was and am still proud of my Mum as she taught me, Auntie Edna, Uncle Eric and Uncle George on how to stand on our own two feet and not be dependent on others. She taught us about our culture and how to care for this land. About bush medicine, as we lived out in the bush and our lives depended on them. Also, to value life and to be proud of family and being an Aboriginal person”.

			FROM ROSE’S PERSONAL JOURNAL.

			“My mother’s name was Elsie Lavinia Ingram (a Wamba Wamba woman from Swan Hill – Lake Boga way). She was born on January 4, 1896, at the place called Calimo just near Moonahcullah, via Deniliquin. Her parents were William and Isabella Ingram. Grandfather John Ingram was an Irishman who came out to Australia. Mum had three or four sisters and one brother.
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			William and Isabella Ingram

			“Mum’s first husband was a fellow from Healesville name of John Terrick, who I believe was a shearer. They had three daughters: Gladys Lavinia, Margaret Alice and Sarah Kathleen. Mum and John lived on the mission. An accident happened one night during a flood as John and two or three other men were coming home from town. In those days there was no bridge, so the people used to row across the river. Mum said that they had only a lantern to light the way, and they came home via the lagoon as it was the only way that was clear enough to row a boat. It was thought that a floating log must have overturned the boat because the men were found the next day and are buried in the old cemetery. I don’t know how old Gladys, Maggie or Sally were then. 

			“An old Indian hawker came out to the Mission to sell groceries. He had pots, billy cans, pans and other things hanging on around his wagon. Of course, he used to sell lollies as well so all of us kids would be there. I can recall a little old lady that we all called Cooka Aggie, and she would call out to me to go up to her place and she would give me some food to bring home to Mum. I didn’t find out until years later that she was my grandfather Jasper Green’s sister.

			“Dad, James Smith, Mum’s second husband, was a Wiradjuri man from Narrandera. I don’t know when or where Mum met Dad, but they did live on the mission at one time, and George told me that Dad questioned the manager about the rules of the Mission and asked why the people had to abide by them. I guess one thing led to another because Dad was asked to leave Moonahcullah Mission. 

			“I don’t know what happened between Mum and Dad or why they parted but he was never around when Edna, Eric, George and I were growing up; but him being a shearer, he and Mum moved around the country for a while and Auntie Edna was born in Barham. I guess that he was always away working in the different sheds. Dad married twice; his first wife was Ida Turner from Narrandera, and she passed away. They had two children; Jim and a daughter who died young. Dad came from Narrandera, NSW. Maybe he spent time with Jimmy, I really don’t know, but Mum said that whatever happened between her and Dad, it had nothing to do with us as he was still our father.

			“When Dad was fifteen, he put his age up so that he could join the army. He fought over in Germany and France before he was wounded. They gave him a silver cross which one of his sisters ended up with. Her father fought at Villers-Bretonneux, and the soldiers donated a penny towards building a school there. Villers-Bretonneux is twin city to Robinvale.

			“Before I was born, Mum and Dad went to the pictures and Dad being tipsy started to sing out loud along with Eddie Nelson (film star) who was singing “Rose Marie”. Dad was thrown out of the theatre but continued singing outside. So that’s where I got my name of Rose from. Poor Mum must have been embarrassed. I know how she must have felt because almost the same thing happened to me. One night at the pictures here in Robinvale. I went out with my friend and her husband. We were enjoying the show when suddenly all I, and everyone else, could hear was “Where’s my wife?” My husband Hartley was tipsy and came looking for me. As for me, I slid down from the seat onto the floor, but the usher knew where I was sitting. I was so embarrassed. 
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			Father James Smith and Hartley’s father Arthur Sam Kirby

			“When in Deniliquin, Mum told me that she took me to the park one day, it was a place where everyone went with their kids. Me being little and silly, chased some ducks into the pond and because ducks can run on lily pads, I thought that I could do the same, but I sank like a stone. A woman named Sheila Wyman had to jump in and pull me out. She then dressed me in some clothes that she had just bought at the op shop. So now whenever I go back to Deniliquin and see the park, I can just imagine the fright that Mum must have felt when it happened. I told my son Dion about this little episode one day, when we were fishing, and he now teases me about trying to walk on water.
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			Brothers George and Eric

			“I can’t recall why we left Deniliquin, but we ended up at a station called Werai (between Moulamein and Echuca) where mum was a cook for the shearers. We were camped down in the forest as Mum didn’t want us to be seen by anyone in case we were taken away from her. If we were to see anyone strange, we had to run away and hide. I do recall that we used to travel around in a horse and cart and the horse was called Peggy. She was kept close to camp so if Mum had to move fast to get us away, she was close by. We wouldn’t have had a chance at getting away from the Welfare Board otherwise. Thank goodness that didn’t happen as it would have been very hard for Mum because we were all she had. One day a man called in to see us, but we took off running up the street to where Mum was. What happened after that I can’t remember? I only found out later, when I was older, that the man who we had run away from was Dad. 

			“While at Werai, one day I thought I would wash the dog. Silly me, I used too much soap powder and nearly killed the poor thing. Uncle Eric or George had to throw the poor dog into the river to wash off the suds and save it. 

			“I remember us being in Swan Hill and we had a tent pitched up in the backyard of Mum’s sister-in-law Auntie Evelyn Atkinson who was a sister to Mum’s first husband John Terrick. Next door was a lady called Mary Moore and her family. On the other side of us was the butter factory. We used to go through the back fence to get a billy can of milk. Edna was again looking after Eric, George and I, as Auntie Evelyn had gotten Mum a job working in a café up in Campbell Street, Swan Hill. 

			“While we were staying at Auntie’s place Mum met Clarrie Pike, who was Mary Moore’s son-in-law. Clarrie had six girls and one boy so when Mum and Clarrie decided to live together there were eleven of us kids and two adults. Clarrie had two sisters, Pansy and Jean. Jean married Dick Karpany. They lived in Swan Hill for a while. Jane had two daughters Nola and Pat. Later, they moved to Beulah down near Dimboola.

			“Clarrie had a T model Ford truck which had a frame built on it with a canopy over it so that we weren’t out in the cold when we travelled about. At that time, we lived out on the other side of Kangaroo Lake during the rabbit plague. When living at Kangaroo Lake, on weekdays while Clarrie worked on the farm, we picked oranges and did other little jobs that had to be done to earn money. Then on the weekends we would all go out to one of the farmer’s places and put up big wire netting around fenceposts and then walk for miles chasing rabbits into the yard. All of us kids carried bundies. A bundy is a stick with a knob on one end, usually a root, that we used to hit the rabbit. We never complained, we enjoyed ourselves it was fun. Then in the afternoons we would go out setting traps and before we went to bed, we would go out to check them then check them once again early in the mornings. The rabbits that we sold was our own pocket money. A buyer used to come around every day to buy them from us.

			“I remember my nephew Willie cutting his foot among some broken bottles and he had to stay in bed for a while because back then we hardly ever saw a doctor. Mum would gather old man weed to boil and bottled it to wash cuts and scratches. Clarrie was a great believer in Condy’s crystals to use on cuts.

			“Whenever we went into Lake Boga, we used to watch the big Catalina planes coming and going from the lake. Today just watching the Pelicans flying off and landing in the water reminds me of those big planes years ago. Lake Boga was where we all went to for our first open air picture show which was called “Bush Christmas”. 

			“I can recall Mum tying a piece of rope around my waist and throwing me in the river upstream. Then she would walk along the bank hanging onto the rope. So that’s how I learned to swim. One day my kids and I were out to Lake Bennie, and they were all swimming about so I decided to have a swim myself when suddenly, surprised, the kids saw me and all they could say was “Mum, you can swim”.

			I stayed with Sarah and Teddy for a while, and because my birthday falls in January, Sarah started me at school in Moama. That was about 1945 so that would have made me about four years old. I have a certificate with that year stamped on it. I went (to school) with Betty, Mary and Johnny Carter, Teddy’s brother and sisters. We would wait until Tommy and Harrison Day and Connie Joyce joined us then we would join up with the Buckleys along the way so we would all go together. I was there for a few months with Sarah until Teddy and his Uncle Barney Day, Tommy and Harrison’s dad, got a job out at Balpool Station. Sarah and I travelled up to Deniliquin by train (my first train ride) to stay with Gladys at Moonahcullah. Teddy and his uncle drove up by horse and cart with all their belongings. It took them about two weeks. When they arrived, they stayed for a few days then they left for Balpool Station. Leaving Moonahcullah, we went down to Moama to see Sarah. She was married to Teddy Carter, and I remember that we camped over the road from Sarah’s place near the river.

			I can remember Mum, when Maggie and Clarrie used to work, they used to get coupon books for groceries and if anyone was a smoker they had to go into a Barber shop to get tobacco, papers and cigarettes. Mum never smoked but she would still get the smokes for the others. I can remember one shop that when you paid for anything they would put the money in a little container and pull the cord and it would zip across the room to the back and if there was any change it would be zipped back to the salesperson. 

			“I stayed with Gladys and a few days later she and I went out to Werai by horse and cart to where Clive was working. Clive was camped out near the shearing shed and he was docking the lambs (cutting off their tails). Clive fixed up a bed for me in a wool stall, so I just curled up and was asleep in no time. The next evening, before bed, we cooked some tails on the coals. They tasted yummy! We took a bag full home the next day for the other kids. They soon had a fire going outside and had a cook up.

			“Later my being on Moonacullah Mission meant that I had to attend school. I didn’t like the manager as he was also the teacher, and he picked on me just because I went to a white school. He said I should have been well advanced with my learning. Just remember that I was only four years old! 

			“When Mum and Clarrie came back over to Moonahcullah we didn’t stay on the mission but lived in a house near a creek. I think that Clarrie must have been doing some work for the owner. One weekend we went to the river to do some fishing and Mum caught a nice big cod. She ran up a steep bank so that it wouldn’t get away. I can’t remember how long we were at that place, but I can remember George getting a fishhook in his finger or thumb and Mum holding him while Clarrie had to cut his finger to get the hook out.

			“When we went back to Swan Hill Clarrie got a job out at a place called Murrawee. At last, we had an old house to live in and just over the railway lines was a school. I, George, Sid, Eric, Will and the Pikes Alice, Walter, Ellen, and Olive all went to school and finished our years of education there. During our times living at Murrawee we kids all helped at grape, tomato and pea picking plus stacking pumpkins on the racks as well as carting water in buckets from the channel and when the channels were near empty, we would go spear fishing. If we saw any fish, we would put fencing wire across the channel to catch the fish. 

			“On Saturdays everyone would catch the buses into town then catch them home after the pictures. We will always be last passengers to get on the buses going into town and then again after the pictures we were the first ones off. At Woorinen everyone would gather at a crossroad which we all called ‘the Shag’s Corner’ as it was the closest to where everyone worked. During this time, I met a fellow from Shepparton name of Amos Atkinson and after Eric checked him out, and laid down the rules, I was allowed to go to the pictures with him. We had to sit down in the front row so that Eric could keep an eye on us and if Amos was to try to put his arm around me, we would have lollies thrown at us. We didn’t mind as we had a feed of lollies.

			“On a Sunday we would get up early and then walk over to Woorinen to catch up with all the other girls. We knew where everyone was staying and all the shortcuts. Then, when we were all together, we would walk down to the shops to buy ice cream. We would all share it as in those days ice cream was sold in cartons, (like milk was). We all used to carry spoons to eat it with. The shop must have done good business as it was the only one up the south end. 

			“While going to school, we learned how to grow veggies and flowers so that we could have a stall at school to raise money for the end of the year picnic in Swan Hill. Some of the parents would take us into town. They used to do the same thing by taking us to play sports against the other little schools in the district. Just before the end of the year, we would have Christmas break up and all the kids had to put on a little play. Then some of the Italian parents would get up and sing. We also had to learn how to dance and I had to help the teacher to show the kids how to dance as I used to dance a lot at home with Clarrie while Mum played the mouth organ.

			“While we were at Murrawee, Maggie my sister came to live with us. By this time, she had a little girl called Gladys as well as Sidney and William who were older. One day Maggie asked me to go over to the school to get some rainwater for the new baby, Edna May’s bottle. So, I went over to get some water and, silly me, seeing a window open went to climb in and ended up putting my hand on a cactus. Of course, you know what a cactus can do. Gosh! I suffered for a week. Mum said that it was my punishment for being so nosy. I had to have my hand bandaged up with sugar and soap to draw out the spikes. The school used to take us out on nature walks, go yabbying, swimming in the channel, and do all things that are banned from schools today. When the school inspector used to visit, we were all on our best behaviour. 

			“One day some of the white girls were following me, Ellen and Olive about and calling us names so when they all sat down on a long stool, I went along and slapped each girl across the face. Terrible hey? I ended up getting the cane across my hand for doing it. The girls left us alone after that. During the Christmas holidays, we would go tomato picking for the Italians so that we would have money to go out to Nyah for the New Year show, which was held annually. 

			“I left school when I was fourteen and I picked tomatoes until the grape picking started to help Mum. If I had to continue going to school, I would have had to travel by bus into Swan Hill. There was no way that Mum could have allowed that so that’s why I went to work at another grape block just up the road from where we lived. When the grape picking was ready to start, that is when people from other places started to arrive. Maggie would book a taxi and go over to Moonahcullah to pick up Gladys and her family. Old Curly Gibson (he was an Aboriginal) would take his trailer over a few times. Others would jump in the trailer and come over to Swan Hill too. Gladys would go to the same place every year to pick at Woorinen. 

			“When I was working, there was an old Indian hawker that would travel around the blocks selling groceries and everything else. I would buy things that I would need for my lunches as well as smokes for Maggie. As I worked in a different block to the 
others, I had to ride a bike to work.
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			Rose’s older sisters from her mothers first marriage Eedna, Margaret and Sarah (Sally)

			“About that time Edna, Rose and Pansy Pike all had jobs in town and I would get together with Betty and Lucy Atkinson who had some sort of dislike for the Britton girls as every time they passed each other in the street they would all flick their hair back and put their noses in the air. Maybe it had something to do with the boys who used to ride in the rodeo that was often held over there near where everyone was living. The likes of Bessie Murray who I understood was a real ladies’ man and a good rodeo rider in his younger days. Later, he ended up marrying Lorraine Britton who was Granny Pinky’s granddaughter. 

			“I remember having Christmas dinner under the cork tree (that is what we kids called them). In fact, they were English elms. It was before air-conditioning, so it was nice and shady, and it was very cool under them on hot days. At night none of the kids would go near them as it was dark and spooky”.
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			Rose’s husband Hartley

			Rose married Hartley Rudolph Kirby (born June 17, 1937) on April 7, 1958. Hartley was killed in a hit and run accident in 1973, and she became a single mother to their five children; Russell Wayne born June 11, 1960; Cynthia Gayle born August 6, 1961; Hartley James born September 28, 1962; Karen Rose born November 15,1963 and Sandy Maree born March 28, 1966. Oldest son Phillip Arnold passed away at eight months; Cynthia passed away in 2021 with leukaemia and Hartley passed in 2023 due to cancer. Because of the Covid pandemic Rose was unable to visit them during their last days. 

			Rose’s second partner was Adolphus Leslie Turner, and they met in 1975. They had one son Dion Lee Kirby born October 27, 1980. Rose and Adolphus were together until he passed away in 2018 from a stroke. They had planned to travel once Rose retired from the school but sadly this did not happen due to his passing. Adolphus had been a heavy smoker and worked on blocks using dangerous pesticides which Rose feels contributed to his stroke.

			Rose has twenty-two grand children. Russell has Patrick. Cynthia is mother to Daniel, Shona, Maggie, Billie Jean, Alec, Kaleb and Elijah.

			Hartley’s children are Janaya, twins: Steven and Audrey, Hartley, Maree and Yoolara. Karen’s children are Mitchell (dec.), Shane and William. Sandy has Alicia, Joshua and Jessie Marie. Dion’s two boys are Malachi and Matthias.

			Rose moved to Robinvale in 1957 and worked in the kitchen of the Robinvale District Hospital where she served meals, washed up and when one of the ward maids broke her leg, Rose went to work in the wards. At that time there were more Aboriginal workers at the hospital than non-Aboriginal. 

			After that Rose worked for twenty years as a library assistant at the Robinvale Consolidated School. While doing this job, she encouraged young Koori kids to go into the library to look around or to get a book and read. She was one of the first Aboriginal people to work in a Victorian school. She also participated in the Parents and Citizens Club and was on the school council at the Secondary College. Rose was also involved in the Junior Football Club, was secretary of the Junior Cricket Club as well as running the kiosk for the Junior Football Club and the Senior Basketball Club.

			While at the consolidated school the principal, along with Rose, set up the NAIDOC Week celebrations. They collected artifacts from the local Aboriginal people and displayed them in the window of a local shop. They then had cultural activities at the school. Rose says that their school was the first to hold NAIDOC celebrations.

			Rose has also been a Director of the Murray Valley Aboriginal Co-op on more than one occasion and Chairperson for the Local Aboriginal Education Community Group for five years.

			After retiring from the consolidated school, Rose became more active in the Manatunga Elders as well as Native Title issues. She became Chairperson of the Manatunga Elders in Robinvale who meet every Tuesday at the Murray Valley Aboriginal Co-operative Community Hall where the elders have a meal together. 

			The Murray Valley Co-operative was the first co-op in country Victoria and was founded in 1974 by five men to provide good housing for Aboriginal people and move them from the riverbank. (The Manatunga Mission, Robinvale, was opened in the 1960’s and all the families, who were still living traditionally in humpies made from building materials salvaged from the local tip, were moved off the riverbank on to the Manatunga Mission).

			Rose was heavily involved in a special program SEEK (Self-Esteem and its Assertiveness for Koori women) through the Victorian Indigenous Family Violence Strategy which was aimed at addressing a whole range of issues confronting her community, particularly for women and children. Domestic violence and social isolation were found to be key issues for the women within the group. Arts and crafts as well as healthy meal cooking activities were used to encourage young mothers to participate in the program.

			Rose, as well as some of the elders, under the title of Manatunga Elders Mentor Project introduced Breast Cancer Week and Koori Women’s Awareness Day which addressed women’s health issues. They also ran a cooking class on a budget, where they learnt to cook nutritious meals. Classes in basket weaving and scrapbooking were also introduced. The Elders also introduced a Healing Spirit excursion to help in relieving the feelings of grief and loss by arranging a meeting of other elders from their young days.
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			One Easter 280 people gathered at the Murray River for the Easter Camp of which Rose was the co-ordinator. People came from Mildura, Swan Hill, Shepparton, and Bairnsdale, as well as many local Kooris from Robinvale. Catering and planning was arranged by Rose as were tents and other necessities required for so many people. The weather was not kind, and it rained. Rose was the only one able to get in and out in her car as it was a front wheel drive.

			During her late 60’s Rose enrolled in a four-year course at Swinburne University on Community Development to be able to run programs for the women under the Manatunga Elder’s Group, incorporating twelve women of all ages. Instead of travelling to Geelong there were classes every three months in Mildura until the course finished. Rose and another lady were the first to pass the course. The Manatunga Elder’s Group became incorporated soon after.

			Rose is a great advocate for learning. She sees this is a way to reach one’s personal goals and belief in oneself. She has been attending TAFE to learn computers as she has lots of stories to tell. (Only a few are included in this story but through Rose’s journal I have been privy to many more.) 

			In the 2014 summer volume of Mallee Walkabout (volume 1: issue 1) there was an article titled “Indigenous ecological knowledge regarding pest plants”, a project Rose was involved in. There is an honour presentation book held in Parliament recognising the achievements of thirty-five exceptional Aboriginal Victorians. The book toured libraries in Victoria with the aim of raising awareness of Aboriginal people who have given so much to others by sharing and teaching through their stories. 

			Currently Rose is involved in setting up a natural environment area to teach the children from the Robinvale Early Development Centre about the local area, plants, animals as well as Aboriginal culture. She has received a grant, and the area is fenced. 

			Rose volunteers at the local op shop, participates in bird watching as well as the local CWA. She says she is the oldest Aboriginal person in Robinvale. 

			Rose serves on the Mallee Catchment Authority to monitor Aboriginal sacred sites. There is a roster of participants to share the load, and Rose makes sure they are dressed correctly in hi-vis clothing. While developing the Hattah Kulkyne area Rose met Penny Wong the then Minister for Water and explained why it is so important to Aboriginal people to care for and look after the land. Another person she has met in this capacity were Sir Angus Houston with whom she sat at dinner. As late as June 2024, she was approached by archaeologists for her cultural input on a midden found at Happy Valley just outside of Robinvale. She was also on the committee for the Robinvale Centenary which was held in October 2024. One of the people who attended was the French Consul who placed a letter in the time capsule. When Rose told her that her father James Smith was one of the soldiers who had fought in Villers-Bretonneux and donated to the school, she was thanked. 

			In conclusion included is a cutting from The Guardian (date unknown) that Rose has kept regarding her mother. A lot of people of her generation would have been home births and thus have not had their births registered.

			CAME TOO LATE
TO THE LEFT IS THE LAST PICTURE EVER TAKEN OF MRS SMITH. A FINE ABORIGINAL MOTHER WHO LIVED IN THE HUMPY SHOWN HERE ON THE OUTSKIRTS OF SWAN HILL.
JUST BEFORE CHRISTMAS MRS SMITH DIED.
SHE DIED ON THE VERY DAY HER PENSION CAME THROUGH. A CHEQUE FOR £300 WAS AT THE SWAN HILL POST OFFICE FOR HER BUT IT CAME TOO LATE.
FOR SEVERAL YEARS SHE HAD BATTLED TO GET HER PENSION. 
SOME GOOD PEOPLE HELPED HER.
MRS. SMITH DID NOT HAVE A BIRTH CERTIFICATE AND CONSEQUENTLY SHE COULD NOT PROVE HER AGE.
FOR THREE YEARS SHE HAD TRIED TO CONVINCE THE AUTHORITIES THAT SHE WAS DUE FOR HER PENSION
SHE TOLD ‘THE GUARDIAN’ ABOUT IT WHEN WE TOOK THIS PHOTOGRAPH.  ‘I DON’T KNOW,’ SHE SAID. ‘HOW CAN WE KNOW ANYTHING WHEN WE LIVE LIKE THIS?’
WE KNEW HER ONLY AS MRS. SMITH. 
AND NOW SHE IS DEAD EVEN THE SMALL COMFORT THAT A PENSION COULD BRING HER.
WE SAY FAREWELL IN ALL HUMILITY.

			Transcribed from a newspaper clipping from the guardian (publication date unknown) that Rose has kept. 
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