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			DONALDA BROOME 

			in conversation with Gwen Cooke 

			The day a dust storm paints Broken Hill red! 

			We had never met prior to the Mallee Living History’s project and during our initial meeting, Donalda was adamant that she did not have a story to tell, but she did have lots of information … memories of her families, and her husband Ken’s achievements. 

			I explained to her that this project was to be about her life and her journey. She was obviously unsure and quite reluctant, stating emphatically that she had nothing to write about! 

			She took quite a bit of convincing to believe she did have a story and over the weeks since that meeting, she gradually revealed much. In some cases, one memory led to another and as she would say… “Oh, that’s another story!” 

			This is Donalda Broome’s story… 

			Her narrative begins in Broken Hill, in New South Wales, where both parents clearly led interesting lives, her father as a policeman and her mother, a nurse. Her parents met when Donalda’s mum nursed Donalda’s dad at the Broken Hill Hospital during his appendicitis attack. They bonded and their friendship blossomed. 

			They travelled to Sydney by motor bike and side car and were married at Paxton. Donalda was to be their only child. Commenting on her very interesting name, she tells me that she believes it is derived from her grandfather’s name – Donaldson. She laughs as she tells me an amusing story about discovering a service station in Gippsland that was named ‘Donalda’. She categorically asserts that she was not named after the service station! 

			Donalda was born on April 11, 1931, at La Balfour Private Hospital in Broken Hill. She tells me the story, told to her by her parents, of their hurried ride from Silverton to Broken Hill for the birth of their baby. The family were, at that time, living out at Silverton. In those days, it was quite a drive into Broken Hill, and more so when a birth is imminent. 

			The family remained living in Silverton until Donalda was around six months of age. At that point, the family moved into the house next door to the synagogue in BrokenHill.As Donalda’sfatherwasa policeman, theywere to haveseveralmoves aroundBroken Hill.(Broken Hill is an inland mining city inthe far westof outback New South Wales, near theborderwith South Australia.The closestmajor city isAdelaide, more than 500 kilometres away).
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			Little Donalda

			She clearly remembers the day she first met her Welsh grandfather. He picked her up, sat her on his knee and then, to her delight, gave her ten shillings! She recalls the trip home from Sydney when she bought herself a signet ring in memory of meeting her grandfather. She still has that little signet ring. 

			Fondly reflecting on her school days, she obviously enjoyed learning and discovering many interesting aspects of her world. She attended several small schools as her father was moved around in his police role. 

			First up, she was educated at Morgan Street Infant School. Later, when they moved to another house, she went onto the North School. Later still, the family moved to Railway Town where her father was allocated the police house to both live and work. This was when Donalda went to the local High School. 

			As we talk quietly, she declares that memories she hasn’t thought of for such a long time are returning to her and she is delighted. Donalda tells me that the first day we met and began talking together, she had trouble in settling down to sleep that night as so many memories crowded her mind. She reveals that the conversation was stimulating, and she was excitedly looking forward to more of our discussions. 

			One of these memories was from the Burke Ward School, when the sewing teacher often attempted to teach her to use her right hand. This memory of her teachers led to another teacher, Miss Booth, who (much to the amusement of the children) always rode her bicycle to the toilet as it was located some distance away at the back of the playground! 

			Donalda loved learning and wanted to obtain her Leaving Certificate. She dreamed of becoming a domestic science teacher and was keen to continue her education. Sadly, this didn’t occur as there were limited teaching staff and no staff available to teach her these subjects. As a result, she made the decision to leave school. She was fifteen years of age at that time. A while later, she took up employment at the Zinc Corporation. 

			She cannot remember how she got the job at the mine. She doesn’t recall an interview process, but she enjoyed the work and stayed for fourteen years in her role as a ‘tracer’. Her co-workers were the draftsmen who initially produced plans on paper. Donalda’s role was to preserve these drawings and her work involved tracing the plans onto a specially prepared fabric to protect the images. Donalda was employed by the Zinc Corporation and was not required to join a union. 

			We talked a lot about employment during those times. The following research has been carried out and a summary of the working conditions is revealed here in italics. 

			Working tenure was brief for women in those days. Employment opportunities at the mine were given to single women as a priority. When women chose to marry, they didn’t have a choice to consider paid employment and marriage in combination. 

			The working policy of the mines (and many other organisations and establishments) was very different back then … no matter how good a woman was at her job or how keen, if she chose to marry then she had to resign her position! 

			By the mid-1920s Broken Hill had become a fully unionised city and all workers, whether they worked in the mines or in town, had to have an ‘O.K.’, or union ticket, to be eligible for employment. 

			Union tickets were distributed by the powerful peak union body, the Barrier Industrial Council. Except for the six years during World War Two when the ban on married women was lifted, the Barrier Industrial Council excluded women from paid employment after they married. 

			Following WW2, ex-service mine employees returning to their work found that some companies – for the first time in their history – had employed female typists, tracers, and laboratory assistants. 

			The policy to exclude married women was intended to encourage young women to stay in Broken Hill by ensuring that there were positions available for them when they left school. An article in the Barrier Miner in March 1957 explained the policy as an attempt to ‘combat the difficulty of girls leaving school and struggling to find work’. 

			The article also described the three-point-plan of the union: employers were requested not to offer employment to married women; to dismiss women if they married and make their position available for a single girl; and to put off married women first in cases of retrenchment. 

			Teachers and other professionally trained married women were allowed to continue working on condition that there were no qualified single women available for the role. Women working in unskilled or low-skilled professions such as shop assistants, receptionists and domestic staff would lose their jobs upon marriage. 

			This long-standing union policy was challenged in 1981 in a landmark case which engendered a significant shift in the nature of women’s employment in Broken Hill. 

			Donalda reflects on those times, when only single women were employed. How the decision to get married would change the financial objective for a female. We consider the enormity of gaining respect in her chosen work, being part of an exciting and challenging role in the business world, however, once the decision to marry was made, they were told they were no longer employed. Things are very different these days. 

			The opportunities were not available to women to combine both work and marriage at the time Donalda and Ken married. Ken became the sole provider for the family while they lived in a company house. 

			My research into the local press clippings from the 1950’s, reveals that Donalda appears to have been very much part of the social set with many snippets appearing in the Broken Hill newspapers. Regional newspapers were often a daily publication. The opportunity to sit down with the ‘local’, and a ‘cuppa’ was anticipated with real pleasure by the community. The local newspapers held all the ‘news’ … the latest stock prices, the weather, the sporting results, and all the births, marriages and deaths of the past weeks in the region. Included in the newspaper were reports of the Broken Hill social scene at the time, providing little written sketches of the activities and fashions of the day. 

			A few small articles plucked from these press columns reveal that Miss Donalda Richards wore a belted cherry colored coat with an unusual white Persian lamb hat when she attended the West Darling Races on May 16, 1957. A later report described Miss Donalda Richards as ‘striking in a beautiful white satin gown with a vivid emerald, green sash and jeweled straps’ at another local public gathering, the Broken Hill Club Ball. Donalda enjoyed creating her own garments and made many outfits. She hand-made the cherry-colored coat mentioned above. Later when planning her wedding, she made her own wedding dress. 

			Another newspaper report states that Miss Donalda Richards left by plane to spend holidays in Melbourne and Adelaide. These social reports were frequent inclusions in the community pages of many local newspapers. The reports formed a picture of an interesting community. Perhaps the column was regarded as a ‘what’s happening in the community’ column and one thinks it may have been the eagerly awaited, first read article of the local newspaper. 

			In her early twenties, the Mine allowed staff to fly to Adelaide on long weekends. This was an opportunity Donalda absolutely enjoyed. She loved packing her weekend bag and hurrying off to work on Fridays in anticipation of flying to Adelaide after work with her work friends, to devour the shops, eateries, and the atmosphere of the city. When the mine offered staff the chance to learn to fly, Donalda availed herself of this exciting opportunity and thoroughly enjoyed the experience of flying with her instructor in the cockpit of a plane. Her intense excitement of this activity is evident as she tells me about her instructor putting the plane through its aerobatics. Some would define this as scary, but Donalda was delighted at the experience. 

			A number of the women who took up the opportunity offered went on to gain a flying licence. Donalda obviously enjoyed the excitement of the challenge, however this pastime eventually had to end as she did not have a vehicle to get her to the airfield and it was difficult finding someone to drive her there. She thinks that she probably did 5- or 6- hours flying time. 

			Reminiscing about her early life as a single woman in Broken Hill, she recalls the enjoyment of driving her Vespa scooter around the city. She loved this mode of transport. It was affordable, reliable and fun to ride. She eventually sold her scooter to the father of a friend. 

			Donalda and husband Ken met at the tennis. He was a meteorologist working on the North Mine while she was working for the Zinc Corporation. Friendship and romance followed. They married a year later in St Peter’s Anglican Church, Broken Hill, and made their home in Proprietary Square on the mine lease. 
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			Wedding Day for Ken and Donalda Broome 

			They were living in Broken Hill when their daughter Jane was born. It was Melbourne Cup Day, 1964. 

			When Gough Whitlam introduced the ‘no fees for university’, Ken resolved a long-held ambition to study by deciding to complete a Bachelor of Arts Degree by correspondence at New England University. His decision had Donalda’s full support. While he was attaining his degree; she enjoyed accompanying him on some of his trips to the university; taking the opportunity to visit relatives in Sydney while he continued his studies in Armidale. 

			During this time Donalda was busy ‘keeping the home fires burning’, caring for their daughter and her garden. Painting was to become a leisurely pastime. Spinning and knitting would also become her lifetime passion. Donalda recalls the day she first watched a spinning demonstration. It interested her. She bought herself a wheel and somehow managed to get some fleece and another new journey began. It led to her joining the Spinners and Weavers group in Broken Hill, where she enjoyed the camaraderie and encouragement from members of the group. She participated in several trips with group members to Melbourne and Adelaide, visiting exhibitions and shows, while gathering ideas to incorporate into her spinning hobby. It became a peaceful and creative outlet which she greatly enjoyed. 

			Recalling memories of the interactions, the weekends in Adelaide, the group gatherings and the sharing of ideas and designs, animates her. She emphatically declares that this was the best time of her life! 

			A constant and significant friend of Donalda is Moya, also the daughter of a policeman. She speaks with affection of the lifetime connection they have shared, telling me that they met while they were young, working women. Moya was employed at a local bank. They enjoyed each other’s company and formed a long and happy friendship that is solid to this day. She explains that this friendship has always been, and always will be an enjoyable and companionable connection which has sustained them both for over 65 years. The friendship is a valued part of both Donalda’s and Moya’s life journeys. 

			Sharing memories of her friendship with Moya across the years, she reflects on the many enjoyable experiences and reminisces fondly on their visits to Sydney, wandering around the city, discovering interesting exhibitions and shops, and once dining at the Opera House together, always talking, exchanging ideas and opinions. Their friendship and conversations continue to this day through frequent telephone contact with each other, while both now living in retirement villages. 
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			Life-long friends, Moya and Donalda 

			When asked about interests she may have shared with Ken, she muses that they didn’t have many common interests. While they both liked gardening she says that Ken could never be trusted to prune! (He must have improved as in his retirement years he found casual work in Gol Gol, pruning!) 

			The back garden was his where he grew vegetables, and the front yard was Donalda’s hobby interest! 

			Musing on her life experiences prompts another interesting memory from her earlier years. During the war a steel vault was built inside the Broken Hill Gaol to secure and store Australian gold reserves during the war years. She was still a schoolgirl when the gold was taken away. She remembers seeing the soldiers, carrying guns, arriving in trucks at Broken Hill. Much later, her father gave her a tour of the vault. 

			Research into this reveals that the Broken Hill Gaol held millions in gold bullion during the War. It was one of the best-kept secrets of the war. There were many rumours in the city as to the quantity of gold stored there, but the real facts were not divulged. When there was danger of invasion by the Japanese, the Sydney vaults held large quantities of gold. The military authorities decided it should be taken away from the coast and moved inland, by special train and under military escort. Broken Hill continued to be the storehouse for all gold holdings until well into 1945. When the gold was returned to the seaboard by a special train, it was the largest single movement of gold ever undertaken in Australia. 

			The official silence could not prevent residents having their own ideas about the treasure. No statement was ever made about the arrival or departure of the gold until after the war. Broken Hill was probably one of the wealthiest places in the world during the war period. 

			Donada was watching that day as history was made when on April 13, 1945, the hoard was taken away. The intense security proved that something of immense value had been stored in the gaol. 

			Another memory of her school years was that of High School student, June Gough. Of course, June was an unknown in those years. She was born in Broken Hill in 1929, the last child in the large family of George and Daisy Gough, who already had four daughters and a son. June attended school there and enjoyed piano and singing from early childhood. 

			June won a singing competition in 1950. Her hometown of Broken Hill recognised her talent and raised the £1, 500 it would cost to send her overseas for advanced training. In 1952 she demonstrated her gratitude by adopting the stage name Bronhill, a contraction of the town’s name. Donalda has no other memories of June, however, clearly remembers her as a young performer playing the male lead in the school’s all-girl performance of ‘A Country Girl’. 
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			Over many years Donalda has enjoyed the pleasure of expressing herself through painting. She has several of her works displayed in her room at Princes Court Homes in Mildura, including a delightful portrait of her pet Siamese cat “Puss Puss” and another striking painting of her view from the front veranda of her home at Gol Gol. 
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			As a young student she enjoyed drawing at school and wanted to learn more. She sought help from May Harding who encouraged her artistic endeavors. Donalda rode her bike to visit May every Saturday for quite a while to learn more about painting. Later, she gained further understanding about art from Evelyn Erricks. Eventually after moving to Mildura, Donalda became a student of Petronella Cavallaro and studied the various mediums available. 
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			Around this time, she also attended TAFE Mildura art classes and learnt more about art and drawing under the guidance of local artist, Steve Hederics, enjoying the freedom and texture of drawing with charcoal and pencil. Although no longer painting, Donalda continues to enjoy drawing and sketching from her memories. Learning that we both share a love of the arts, we reminisce about the joys of painting and sketching, and the pleasures of our hobby. As we speak the day began to turn very dark resulting in reference to the current weather forecast for Mildura. This raised a memory she described as a ‘never forgotten event’ that was terrifying and astounding at the same time. Donalda described an event that is still discussed in Broken Hill … the 1945 Dust Storm! 
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			1945 dust storm paints Broken Hill red! 

			The 1945 Dust Storm! She was a young schoolgirl, her mother was at work as a nurse, and her father busy at work, when the dust storm hit! 

			The atmosphere was stifling. Day turned into night! It was outstanding to witness and Donalda recalls that visibility was almost reduced to zero, such that the streetlights had to be turned on but she could not see the lights. The storm was so quick and ferocious. The day changed so quickly that the immediate effect on the eyes and the lungs had people choking and gasping for air as the dust hit and it became difficult to breathe. 

			Research of newspaper articles at that time reveals that it was March 1, 1945, when a dust storm raged with unprecedented ferocity over Broken Hill and caused a blackout that swallowed the city in a midnight blackness for over an hour. Residents reported that from as early as 1890 this was the worst blackout ever experienced. The dust storm unloaded hundreds of tons of fine dust throughout the city. It was described as deadly swift with no warning of rolling black clouds. One moment the normal dense red gradually intensified until suddenly, in an instant, all light was obliterated as if a blind is snapped down over a lighted windowpane. It was literally impossible to see a foot ahead. 

			After an hour of this intensity there was a slight lifting and an indescribably eerie red glow struggled through the black gloom. Temperatures dropped, there was an icy wind and the storm continued until it finally tailed off around midnight. Planes were buffeted, with one plane being blown over ninety yards. Locals got lost while driving to their homes and had to pull up and wait out the storm. A red dust film covered everything as it permeated every nook and cranny. The storm covered a very large area as far afield as Lake Eyre in South Australia and places on the Queensland border. Certainly, a memory never to be forgotten! 

			In the 1980’s, when deciding to take an early retirement, Ken and Donalda moved with their daughter to Sunraysia, as Donalda’s mother was in a nursing home in Tenth Street Mildura. They bought a home at Gol Gol where Ken found odd jobs and pruning work to fill his days. Ken was also creative and later joined Mildura Wood Turners’ group. To this day he creates intricate wooden sculptures, some of which are displayed in Donalda’s room at Princes Court. 

			Donalda’s mother died soon after they moved to Gol Gol. Looking for interaction and friendships, Donalda joined the Mildura Spinners and Weavers and enjoyed over thirty years with this group of sometimes up to twenty women who met on the first and third Monday of the month. The Mildura Spinners and Weavers group became Donalda’s major interest, and she has many fond memories of those meetings. They originally met at the MADEC premises which at that time was where the Mildura Special School is now. Donalda thrived on this interaction and recalls producing many exquisite garments including full length knitted skirts. Ken was the lucky recipient of several warm knitted jumpers. 

			She speaks knowledgably of her fleece preferences, describing how she scoured (washed) the wool then combed it to a fine texture before eventually spinning the wool. This became an enjoyable and very productive interest that built her skills and knowledge. Initially she used natural dyes (leaves) to dye the wool, later she moved into using commercial dyes to create her beautiful woollen garments. Over recent years she has directed her knitting pastime to creating little children’s teddy bears. These are donated by the Spinners and Weavers group to the Ambulance Service who pop them into the ambulances to provide comfort for young, scared patients using their service. She welcomes this opportunity to contribute to the community and gains a sense of involvement in the wellbeing of ambulance services staff and clients. 

			When we speak of her accomplishments, she reveals that she is very proud of, and has gained deep satisfaction from her marriage with Ken and the gift of their daughter. 

			As I reflect on the start of this story telling journey with Donalda, I think of her saying vehemently that she wasn’t interesting, that Ken loved his books. I contemplate the beautiful wooden sculptures Ken created and her unique paintings displayed in her room; I think of the wool she has spun, to create beautiful garments, the teddy bears for the children, and I realise that they have lived a life of creativity together. 

			But everything changed for Donalda the day she fell! She tells me about the unscheduled journey that took place while she was still living in Gol Gol with Ken. How her life changed forever the day she was watering her neighbor’s garden when suddenly she slipped on a loose tile. Her leg broken and in intense pain, she was taken by ambulance to the Mildura Hospital. However, because there was not a surgeon rostered on duty that day, her journey continued by ambulance to Bendigo. She was treated and spent five days in hospital in Bendigo then was flown home to Sunraysia. This mode of transport was chosen because, under COVID restrictions, the ambulances would be required to transfer at the bridge when entering NSW to take Donalda to her home in Gol Gol! 

			Quite a journey for a younger person, and for Donalda, even more so! Ironically, she discovered, when she eventually saw the surgeon back in Sunraysia, that he was available in Mildura on the very day when she injured herself! 

			Her accident evoked big decisions! She needed a lot of support; she was shaky and in fear of falling. Being dependent on Ken was not considered. While Ken is capable and is presently caring for himself at home, she felt she required much more assistance, and moved to Princes Court. Ken remains at home alone under the watchful eye of their daughter Jane who lives nearby. Donalda is happy living in Princes Court but is desperate for conversation. She articulates this very clearly. She expresses gratitude for the ‘story telling project’, strongly declaring that the project has filled a deep hole in her life. 

			The benefits of this project are immeasurable in considering the mental health and wellbeing of the residents. Donalda and I look forward to more visits and to perhaps sharing our passion for art, together.
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