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			LES MURRAY

			in conversation with Rob Fleiner, 
with invaluable help from Michael Crismani

			Girls went to Nazareth House, the boys went to St Joseph’s

			Leslie Ludwig Murray was born at the Ballarat Base Hospital in 1933. His father, Joseph Leslie Murray was an Indigenous man. His mother Elizabeth, or “Lizzie” as she was known, was not Indigenous. While it was to be a largely happy marriage, the union would prove challenging in years to come. In time, they were to raise five children, three boys and two girls. First born was Pauline, followed by Leslie or ‘Les’ as he would come to be known, then Peter, Barbara, and Samuel. It was ultimately the research undertaken by Barbara and her son Edoardo that would begin to untangle things. 

			Little was previously known of Les’ father, other than the fact that he had been a talented boxer who went on to become the light-weight champion of South Australia, (1929 to 1933). The end of his reign was to coincide with the birth of Les, his first-born son. 

			To fully appreciate the challenges facing Barbara and Edoardo and their quest to construct a family tree, it is important to understand the difficulties confronting a mixed-race marriage of the time and the challenges facing an Indigenous boxer wanting to join a travelling carnival. Thankfully, much of that is now detailed in a documentary entitled “The Panther Within”. Eduardo is a film graduate of the University of South Australia who was working as a musician in Los Angeles up until his return to Australia in 2012. It was then, in collaboration with his mother Barbara, he set about trying to unravel their family history. 

			Research undertaken by Richard Broome, Tent Boxing circa 1910-1970, initially indicates that “tent boxing was a ‘tough’ life for Aboriginal boxers, full of hard work and with the potential for physical damage”. He later recanted this opinion and came to recognise the talent and the ‘theatre’ that could be attributed to those who performed in the ring. 

			“With the adoption of gloved contests and the Queensberry Rules in the 1880’s, a qualified acceptance of boxing in clubs and private schools emerged”. Historian Richard Broome, interviewed in The Panther Within, states that there were about thirty to forty boxing troupes roaming throughout Australia providing welcome entertainment in numerous towns. The boxers engaged by the organisers were well paid depending on their skill levels. The higher skilled performers who drew the crowds were compensated in today’s money, around $800 per week. 
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			Jimmy Sharman’s line-up at the Brisbane Show in 1947 

			It seems the common perception of the tent boxer could not have been further from the truth and the research of Barbara and Edoardo indicates that Joseph was much more than a talented fighter. He is remembered as a musician, a dancer, and a vaudeville actor. He was handsome, sober, a non-smoker and not one to use bad language. (Les remembers that if anyone ever offered his father a cigarette, he would keep it and pass it to one of his friends). This may help to explain how he captured the interest of Elizabeth who was also a Vaudeville actor and Canadian by birth. 

			Les’ mother, Elizabeth, had grown-up in Adelaide, and it was presumably there that Joe met Lizzie at a dance. Legend has it that Joe said to his mate, “I am going to marry that girl!” But Lizzie’s interest in Joe was not shared by her family and she was effectively ostracised. Her parents did not attend the wedding and they never communicated with her again. As a result, it seemed that for their own survival, both Joe and Lizzie worked at establishing their own identities. 

			Prior to 1967, there was an Exemption Certificate that was designed to stop the mixing of blacks and whites and he (Joe), had married a blue-eyed blonde. 

			The Exemption Certificate promised Aboriginal people access to the benefits of Australian citizenship. Being Aboriginal denied them access to education, health services, housing, and employment. In exchange, ‘exempted aborigines’ were required to relinquish their language, their identity, and their ties to kinship. 

			There were also regulations that governed the movement of blacks in Australia and to follow the carnival, Joe needed to pass himself off as a ‘white’. 

			Is there any wonder that Joe’s life is shrouded in mystery, and Les struggled to detail his childhood years? 
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			Elizabeth Beatrice Ludwig – Les’ mother – Bottom Right 

			Les knows neither where his father was born nor when he was born. It is clearly ironic that Joe was to fight under name of the Black Panther and one can only imagine that his ancestry was clearly a poorly kept secret! 

			That said, records traced by Edoardo and Barbara evidence that Joe is listed as Canadian in his enlistment papers for the Second World War. Unbelievably, the notation showing that he lived in Ballarat is roughly crossed-out and replaced with a hand-written amendment - ‘Canadian’. Also to be noted is the notation on Joe’s Enlistment Form, indicating that he was born in 1900. Joe served in the First World War in Gallipoli and the Second World War from 1940 until 1944. 
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			Corporal Joe Murray 

			Les recalls that his father taught his sisters, and other girls in the street, how to protect themselves. That street was Humffray Street, Ballarat. Home was welcoming and middle-class, made more so with the Sergeant of Police, Mr Soffery living opposite. Les remembers that Mr Soffery had two ‘lovely’ daughters. The Murray’s house had a rich display of roses in the front yard and a well-tended vegetable garden out the back. Tending the vegetable patch was one of Les’ jobs, “or I knew where my father’s boot would end-up!” 

			Being well acquainted with the change of seasons and the ripening of the fruit, waiting another week just so the fruit on the trees were ready for eating was a learned skill. To Les it didn’t matter who owned the fruit trees so when they were ready…they were ready! He recalled that the neighbors’ orange tree bore the sweetest fruit so, with his mate Hockey Thornton, they would quietly move down to the plum tree first then back to the oranges. Unfortunately for them, the neighbour was also aware of the seasons, and he attacked Hockey with his straw broom and threw oranges at Les, all to Les’ delight! 

			The school where the Murray clan attended was down the road from their home on the corner of Humffray and Mair Streets, where every Monday morning, Les and other students would sing God Save The Queen and recite the oath. Les’ brother Peter played the drums in the school band.
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			Joe Murray – Light-weight Champion of S.A. 1926 

			Weekends were their own. A brisk walk up to the Black Hills, a frolic around a disused gold mine site and a search for specks of gold. He remembers one of the girls riding her bike around the site only to fall off, close to a red belly black snake which made her recovery even more urgent. Occasionally they would discover a speck of gold in the mullock heaps. He would hand them over to his father to assist with the family coffers. Another antic to upset the girls was to insert a straw up an unfortunate frog’s rear end and blow it up. This did not impress Les’ childhood sweetheart Rosie Dalgleish. 
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			Les with his mother Liz 

			The Murray family were musically inclined. Their father played the piano, banjo, and mandolin, Les played the tenor banjo and mandolin while other family members and extended family members, were dancing and joining in. Les’ father was obviously a gifted athlete, entertainer, and entrepreneur. He organised his own boxing troupe and with Lizzie. They would entertain the crowds with dancing and vaudeville shows between bouts of boxing. Les recalls that his father entertained and raised money for the local orphanage. During his shows, he would invite all the six-year-old boys into the ring together. He would blind fold them and encourage them to box. The ringside audience would shower the ring with coins which the boys were only too happy to share. 

			Joe, Liz, and family (Les is third from the right) 
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			The war had a profound effect on the Murray family. With Joe away, Elizabeth had to provide for the family of five. She did this by selling books and jewelry door-to-door, with the garden being the basis of their diet. At times, the Murrays, like many families, went without. 

			During this time Elizabeth became very ill and was admitted to hospital, where she nearly passed away. The children were sent to an orphanage, the girls to Nazareth House, and the boys to St Joseph’s. Les’ memory of the orphanage was that all boys bathed in the same cold bath. He had sores all over his body and discipline was meted out with a cane. But with a strong family background, his main worry was protecting his younger brothers against the older boys looking to establish dominance, or just being malicious. St Joseph’s Home, Sebastopol, was established in 1911. It housed boys aged between six and sixteen plus girls under six. After that, the girls were transferred to Nazareth House where Les’ sisters had been taken. 

			In the words of Gabrielle Short: “St Joseph’s was run by the Poor Sisters of Nazareth, also known as the Cruel Sisters of Nazareth”. In the memories of Grace Ryan (a child in care at Nazareth): “We always had a picnic in the Ballarat Gardens. We girls would go by steamer across Lake Wendouree and the boys from St Joseph’s use to come in a big charabanc. We’d all run around madly trying to find our brothers.” #findandconnect.gov.au. Closure of the Home was recommended by Departmental officers in 1978. Residential childcare activity ceased at St Joseph’s in December 1980. The convicted pedophile, Father Gerard Risdale was a ‘visiting Chaplain’ at St Joseph’s Home in the 1960s. He also had that role at Nazareth House, Ballarat. How ironic that Joe is remembered as an entertainer who regularly raised money for the Ballarat Orphanage? 

			Throughout all the difficult times religion still offered the family support, although his parents were of different religious backgrounds. Sunday mornings were set aside for church and Les now proudly regales that he was a choirboy, and at times carried the cross. 

			When Les’ father returned from the war, he was a different man, gone was much of his humour and easy nature and he became more of a solitary figure. Later his parents broke up, but there were no bad feelings as the children lived with them both. While Joe and Lizzie went their separate ways after the war, they parted on good terms. The war had taken a toll on Joe, and he returned to Australia, a different man. 

			There is little detail as to when or where Joe went. Maybe we are left to conclude that the trail is hard to follow and maybe, it’s the way he wanted it? 

			Les attended the Ballarat Junior Technical school situated over the road from the School of Mines but next to the jail, and there was some interaction between the students and the prisoners. It was mainly requests from prisoners for cigarettes and when Les’ father had the ability, he was happy to supply the money for Les to distribute ‘smokes’. 

			At the same time Les was selling newspapers on the corner, outside the newsagency. 

			Les’ first fulltime job was working for Myttons, a well-established name and makers of the Grosvenor brand silver-plated canteen cutlery. His job was to apply the final polish to knives and spoons. But his father disapproved of his working conditions and encouraged young Les to leave. He felt that the polish being applied to the cutlery would be detrimental to his health. After leaving Myttons, his next job was for Dobe Ice Works in Ballarat starting at 6am cutting up the blocks of ice, loading them onto a truck and delivering them to their customers. He wouldn’t finish work until about 5pm. 

			Les’ father had a mate in the Army, Harold Farnsworth, who had a vineyard at Cardross in the Sunraysia area, and he offered work for Joe, Les and the older boy, Peter. The girls and young Samuel were to stay home with their mother in Ballarat. The three subsequently headed off to Sunraysia to work in the Farnsworth’s vineyard. 

			But towards the end of the season young Les ‘jumped ship’ and headed off to Mildura where he met up with another fellow about his own age. Together they decided to hitch-hike to Adelaide where his mate had family. Sometime later, the boys arrived safe and well at his mate’s parents’ home. After some explaining they settled into bed in excitement, discussing their adventure prior to falling asleep. 

			A loud knock on the door did not wake the lads. However the lad’s parents, accompanied by the ‘Provos’, did. It was then that Les learned that his young mate was ‘AWOL’ (Absent Without Leave) from the Air Force, and he was promptly escorted away. The next day Les thanked his ‘landlords’ and made tracks to his Uncle Rob’s and Aunty Irene’s house. He was sure they would be glad to see him, even if they contacted his mother. Les’ mother promptly arrived and although happy to see him, put him on the first bus back to Cardross, where his father, also happy to see him, gave his prodigal son a ‘clip over the ears’ greeting. 

			But Les was soon on the move once more. He went to the Riverland where he worked in Renmark and then to Werrimull in the Mallee where he sub- contracted cutting down trees and trimming off the branches to make strainer posts for the vineyards. He then heard of work available in Rosebery, a small town (mainly wheat solos) 20 km south of Hopetoun. 

			It was here that George Rutherford had fallen off a roof and suffered injuries enough to render him unable to carry on working for some time. The family was eager to employ someone to carry out all the farm duties while he recovered. Les approached the Rutherfords, applied for the job, and was duly hired. 

			He made the comment that this job gave him the most satisfaction of all other jobs he was employed to do throughout his lifetime. 

			As to whether it was Mr and Mrs Rutherford’s four daughters who Les taught to swim in the family dam or was it the first time in his life that he had a room to himself, or possibly the combination of both; one can only guess? It was also very convenient as, by this time, his mother Liz and sister Barbara were working not too far away at Warracknabeal, housekeeping for the Hagans. 

			He particularly liked driving the farm tractors. His favourite was the Lance Bulldog where a cartridge was exploded to fire-up the engine and the large steering wheel used to guide the machine around the paddock. The other tractor was a Massey Harris which gave Les equal enjoyment. Apart from tractor work, sowing up wheat bags and looking after the stock, Les was a happy young man working for the Rutherfords and especially on weekends playing football for the local team and enjoying the social life that came with the friends he had made in the district. 

			One Saturday morning when Les was preparing to go to football, he heard what he thought was a mob of unruly birds causing a racket in the trees outside his room. It was in fact Mrs Rutherford having a crisis of her own. The bull had escaped from its paddock and as Mrs Rutherford was approaching the chook yard, the bull charged and struck her on the hip forcing her forward where she was able to make good her escape into the chook pen. 

			While the chook pen didn’t offer her great protection in her injured condition, the bull fortunately had a drag chain around its neck which in turn became jammed between two posts. While the bull became more enraged, her pleas for help were heeded by a passing neighbour. It was then that Les came on the scene and between the two of them, they were able to distract the enraged animal, disentangle the injured Mrs Rutherford and call an ambulance. 

			As it has been throughout Les’ life, the sun on the other side of the horizon beckoned. Although he enjoyed life on the farm with the Rutherford family, he felt the need to move on. This time it was work with the Victorian Railways. 

			Following the direction of an advertisement in the paper, Les travelled to Melbourne and obtained an interview and was employed in a rail gang laying new rail lines between Ballarat and Melbourne. Working with the gang entailed lifting 31 foot 9 inches of rail line weighing in at 80lb per foot. Eighteen men would lift the line chest height and drop the line onto the sleepers. On one eventful day as the line was being removed from the truck with Les holding one end, the rail swung sideways jamming his hand against the wall of the truck. As Les explained, the air was blue, with the injuries placing him on light duties such as ‘boiling the billy’ and running errands into town to buy supplies. This appealed to him as he was able to do some private surveillance around the town. 

			Convalescence lasted weeks, during which time and against his girlfriend’s advice, he purchased his dream machine, a Norton Dominator twin cylinder motor bike. It had a seat for the driver and passenger in red tartan, matching dual pannier bags and a clock on the handlebars. What more could you ask for? Maybe a transfer? 

			Convalescence over he was called into the office and informed that he was being transferred to the North Geelong Signals and Telegraph Department. As his bike was being worked on at the garage his mate Tommy Hyde, who worked on the gang, offered to transport Les and his luggage to this new site on his Triumph Thunderbird motor bike. Les could pick up his bike later when it was ready. With the bike fully loaded and Les as pillion passenger, the duo headed off. While on their journey a mob of sheep was crossing the road. As they rounded a corner, they hit a sheep and Les went skyward landing headfirst. 

			As both riders were rendered unconscious, a passing motorist stopped to help, an ambulance was called and both men were taken to the Bacchus Marsh Hospital. Les suffered a fractured skull amongst other injuries and spent a considerable time in care. His only comment about the accident was … “it stopped me farting in church”. 

			He rejoined the railways in the Signals Department walking the line, checking the wires were tight and doing a general tidy-up in the Signal Boxes, servicing the levers. But several years in Signals again gave him the urge to move on. It was well known that there was plenty of work in the mines in Western Australia if you were prepared to travel the distance, crossing the Nullarbor. 

			Provisioning the Norton Dominator twin cylinder with tartan seats, dual pannier bags, a clock on the handlebars, some food, and his swag, Les headed west. His first job in the mines was in the Great Boulder Mine at Kalgoorlie, (not to be confused with the large open cut mine), working below ground in the Edward shaft. It was hard work operating a drill into the mine face making the holes for the explosives to be fitted, then the area was cleared before the resulting explosion. 

			When the signal sounded that the gases and the rock fall had stabilized, the men returned with shovels and manhandled the gold bearing rock into a skip operated by a pulley system. When the rock was cleared drilling began again. This was not a time when occupational health and safety was an issue as it is today. No safety glasses, earmuffs, gloves or hi-vis clothing. “Just come as you are!” Les recalls that the work was hard and well paid but working 5 days on and 4 days off, he had plenty of time to research the ‘joys’ of Kalgoorlie. 

			It was around this time when Les was established at Kalgoorlie, his mother Lizzie was diagnosed with acute asthma and the doctor recommended she be moved to a dryer climate. Being long term friends of Jack and Edna Brewster who owned the general store, petrol station and boarding house in Coober Pedy, Lizzie, accompanied by Les’ younger sister Barbara, made the journey to the remote opal town. Their work was to assist with ‘domestic duties’. Coober Pedy didn’t have paved roads or footpaths and power was sourced by private generators. Water supply was precarious and there were no caravan parks. 

			It was also about this time that a young Italian refugee by the name Matteo Crismani, emigrating from a northern region of Italy, arrived in Australia looking to start a new life. Matteo and his mate worked on the dingo fence and other jobs which led them to eventually arrive at Coober Pedy, to mine opal. After finishing up at the Great Boulder mine and downing the supplies of Kalgoorlie, Les ventured up to the opal town to visit his family. It was around this time he sold his motor bike to the local museum. 

			The bike is still on display today! 
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			Brewster’s Store, Coober Pedy 

			By now Matteo and Barbara have met and are going out together. Les helped out at the opal mine of Mateo and his mate. He recalls there were some rough elements to the town, a couple of stand-over men preyed on easy targets. An Air Force serviceman and a lady were murdered. The assailant was eventually caught by police who had to come from Port Augusta. Les was interviewed by police and his fingernails and toenails were painted blue to indicate he had been interviewed and cleared of any involvement. The culprit was caught and sent to Adelaide. Soon the town settled down to more harmonious times. But Les had the itch! 

			He soon found employment with the Northern Drilling Company which was subcontracting to the Western Mining Company. He and his gang of drillers travelled into the Kimberley, the Pilbara, and the Great Sandy Desert, almost as far north as Darwin. Once again, not a comfortable life living in tents with the heat and flies. He recalls a sensitive young man joined the crew and Les found great joy telling the boy about his life, and the lifestyle of outdoors life up north amongst the howling dingos and the wild camels who entered the camp at night and trampled on or rolled on anybody sleeping outside their tent. But what caught his imagination the most was Les’ stories about aborigines who would creep in at night, immobilise their victims, then take them away and eat them. “He looked at me knowing that I was part indigenous and left on the next plane out!” 

			Les was required back at Coober Pedy as Barbara and Matteo were expecting their first child and moved to Adelaide for the delivery. Les and his brother Peter joined forces, working the mine, and enjoying each other’s company so much so that Peter wrote to his wife saying what a great time they were having. Arousing her curiosity, she informed the brothers that she was coming up and when to pick her up at the Manguri Railway Station. 

			One morning Les went out early to shoot a rabbit for fresh meat for tea. Instead, he shot a bush turkey and dressed it ready to be cooked that night. The previous day he had purchased 200 detonators and placed them on a ledge near the old army stove. The next day Peter’s wife primed the turkey and put it on the hot stove and left. Sometime later she returned to check its progress to find the bird alight and the fire spreading. After racing out of the dugout and explaining the situation to her husband, Peter rushed in just as the detonators exploded. Badly burnt, Peter was assisted by Mrs Carlow, a trained nurse, until the Flying Doctor was able to take him to Adelaide. Les was very glad that the gelignite was stored elsewhere. 

			Les visited his brother in hospital and caught up with the rest of his family while in Adelaide but town life didn’t suit him. He again started work with the Northern Drilling Company. It was near the company’s base in Alice Springs that when leaving a café to cross the road, he was struck by a car and taken to hospital. The doctors were worried about his legs, but he recovered and left the company and started work driving the large dump trucks for various mining companies. He again visited Coober Pedy, where Barbara and Matteo’s family, including four children, were living. 

			It was around this time that Les’ nephew, Michael Crismani was told by a mate’s father that he was in fact, part aboriginal. It was a surprise to him as many Indigenous people called themselves New Zealanders and that they were of Māori decent to ward off any disdain from the ‘white establishment’. 

			Life in the mines was hard work, long hours and at times, living conditions were harsh. This was of course compensated by high wages and great friendships. So, Les wanted to return east. Crossing the Nullabor for the last time he returned to Mildura and started working on Frank Sparrow’s farm at Dareton, with a cottage supplied. Les worked pruning, picking, and rolling on, in between picking oranges on the Sparrow farm and on other properties when the work was available. He maintained his keen interest in dancing whenever possible with his dancing partner Ivy Watson. 
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			Les at work on the block in Dareton 

			Les eventually retired, living in a cottage on the Sparrow’s farm. But while watching TV one day, he fell onto the ground, unable to move. Help arrived and he was taken to the Mildura Base Hospital, diagnosed with a stroke and three broken ribs. Thankfully, Les recovered well and he now lives at Murray House, Wentworth enjoying being looked after. The walls of his room are adorned with photos of his life at the mines and the mates he has made. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			* * * * * * * 

			In compiling Les Murray’s story, I acknowledge the patience, the photos and assistance provided by Les’ nephews, especially Michael, and Edoardo Crismani. Both have had their films screened on television and it was Edoardo who produced the film featuring Les’ father, ‘The Panther Within.’ 

			Bob Fleiner
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