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"Hard Times"
Part II

I met my brother in Perth by chance on one of my bike riding days, most probably on a Sunday. He and a farmer had decided to go looking for gold. He had a Dodge utility and they would see what they could get during the off season and he asked me to go with them. I said yes and left Mandogalup. We loaded the Dodge up with tin food mostly M & V (meat & vegetables) and we had dried vegetables of a sort, flour for making damper and a camp oven, and the wheat bags and sugar bags of course. You put anything and everything into a sugarbag. We had about three months supply. We could buy meat and butter whenever we wanted. Se we set off. I did know much about the East Murchison Goldfields. We got up to Mt. Magnet with no real set plan. The idea was to talk to local prospectors etc, go to the pub of course. You get all news of what is going on for one hundred miles around at the pub. In the end we decided to go out along the Sandstone railway line to a place called Paynesville. There were a couple of prospectors there, the old pub with a loose iron roof clanging in the wind and the railway siding shed. This shed would be used mainly for the sheep stations that would collect goods at their leisure.

The pub was to be pulled down. Someone had bought it and the licensee would have been transferred elsewhere. I cannot remember why we left Paynesville, but more about Paynesville later on. We decided to go toYouanmi (youandme) which got its name from Youinmerry station. Youanmi was a goldmining town 90 miles from Mt. Magnet. I do not know how many people were there. I think the figure was about 600.

The mine worked three shifts. This was about 65 years ago.

The houses I think had iron rooves of some sort. Iron and other materials were expensive to cart 600 miles up to these mining towns, so galvanised iron was recycled, today on a miners house tomorrow the walls of a prospectors camp. The walls of these houses were made of wonderful wheat bags cut open to make a solid sheet and plastered with a cement wash. All the timber in the roof would have been bush timber, felled somewhere down in the wheat country and carted up to Youanmi. The internal walls like bedrooms etc, were hessian lining. There were no doors and earth floors only. The only trees in that country were Mulga and six inches of rain was average, and it might not rain for years.

There was a government well and a chap had the contract to sell water around the town. There were no phones in those days of course to ring up for water. It was a case of ride your bike around and place an order. It was delivered by the water cart in the form of a big tank on the back of a truck.

It was great playing sport again. I joined the footy team. We had three teams; it was the first time I was able to play sport since I left the home.

My brother met one of the miners who had a little show (that is a little gold mine) who wanted someone to work it for him as he was working in the mine. Wally the miner would take one quarter of the mined gold and the rest was ours. We had enough time to get a crushing out in time for the Government battery to open up. These Government batteries were positioned around various gold fields, so that the small prospectors could crush their ore. You booked in on a certain day and the quantity of ore that you wanted crushed. We did alright and got enough for a good crushing, but the ore body petered out and there was no more gold to be had in that little show.

My younger brother had turned up by this time. Wally was killed in the mine, the farmer, I think his name was Jim went back to his farm.

Charlie, my younger brother and I decided we would have a go at Paynesville, so Jack drove us over to Paynesville and he went further North. At Paynesville Charlie and I fossicked around for a few weeks then one day we found a promising leader and followed it down but there was nothing to show us worth going further.

(Later two old pensioners who had come up from Perth to escape the winter sunk our vacated claim 6 inches and got the equivalent of 2 years wages each. And that is a familiar story around all goldfields in Australia. I found this out when I returned to work at Youanmi.)

 Our tucker was running out and it was time to carry our swags and jump the trains. The train to Sandstone came and went once a week. We noticed a package in the shed and knew the train would stop, it did and we were on it. We got off just before Mullewa as the stationmaster there would get the police onto you. 

We worked our way around to Coolgardie, a week or so here, a week or so there chopping a bit of wood or whatever right from Mullewa. We camped in the engine shed at Coolgardie. Our normal meal was bread and jam and sausages.

You meet a lot of characters when you are wandering around. Your bed is always on the ground and that is where the wheatbag is handy.

Charlie got a job with a dairy, milking and delivering the milk with a small cart and pony. A dairy at Coolgardie you say, yes that is true, there is no fences, the cows wandered around finding dry grass among the boulders. I think he must have supplemented their food.

I got a job in the boarding house at ten shillings a week and my board. After a few months I answered an ad in the Kalgoorlie newspaper for a barman up at Leonora. This was in the great depression and you have to have a go at anything. I got the job and when she (the owner of the pub) first saw me, well I don't know what she thought, but she knew she had an underage barman on her premises. I was not allowed into a hotel in those days until I was 21 years old. But still it is a long way to Perth and up in that part of the world the local police sargeant runs the law. We used to shut the front door on Sundays and the customers came in the side door. After one day I realised why I had got the job in the first place, no local wanted it. It was long hours. When commercial travellers came through it would be 2am before I got to bed. I was only an assistant barman learning the ropes. A couple of months of this and I decided to wander again. I got a lift with a traveller across country going to Meekatharra. I was going to try Cue, Big Bell, Seedy, Wiluna etc but I got off at a small place called Agnew, which had a pub, a small mine with 12 men and a small boarding house. Agnew is on the way to Wiluna. These towns are all mining towns that were producing gold before the war. I asked the owner of the boarding house if there was any work; he was having a shower. He was pretty abrupt and called me a bum etc. When I was in Timor I just so happened to talk about the goldfields and it turned out to be Frying Pan Smith who was the boarding house owner. I never saw him at Agnew I just heard him through the shower!

I got lifts and jumped trains down to Mt. Magnet again, and I finished up in Youanmi again. I used to go up the mine every morning, it was called following up. Suppose it just means going up every day to the mine. I did this for 5 months until I got a job underground. I worked there for 8 months until I got a poisoned finger and had to go down to Perth.

I played footy again. The ground was rock hard with round iron stones in the soil, burnt out stumps of trees and if you rolled over you got gravel rash for sure. I came to Perth for treatment and I decided to learn ballroom dancing properly. The man running the classes was Fred Smith who was killed in Timor on the drome.

I did not want to go back to the bush so I signed up for 3 months militia training, then I joined the army.

After the war I did a Commonwealth Reconstruction training course. I wanted to be a carpenter, but there was a two-year waiting list so I took on painting as a trade. I finished up working for the Old Govt. until I retired.

Fred Otway.
