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      WITH DEW ON MY BOOTS
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      Colin Thiele
Pencil drawing by Nora Heysen, 1967

      
   



      
      
      1

      
      To Start With

      
      I was born in November 1920, in the year following the Treaty of Versailles which officially ended the First World War. It
         was ‘the war to end all wars’. I was not yet nineteen when the Second World War began in 1939.
      

      
      In the two decades between these monstrous conflicts the life of rural Australia changed for ever. Before the First World
         War, farming in the community where I grew up — and everywhere else in the nation for that matter — was still a life of hard
         labour and horses. By the onset of the Second World War it had become a world of machines.
      

      
      It is astonishing to me now, as I look back from my present viewpoint in the twenty-first century, that such a momentous revolution
         could have happened so quickly. And it was not only a material change. It was a spiritual transformation as well.
      

      
      
      The aura of my early childhood was quite distinctive. The routine of daily labour in my own family and among our neighbours
         was stable, repetitive and predictable. There was a closeness to the soil about it, a sense of veneration for the good earth
         and all its fruitfulness. We gave thanks for it every night after the family Bible readings round the dinner table — the roots
         of an attitude that went back for a thousand years to the peasant husbandry of Europe.
      

      
      For us the whole routine of ploughing, sowing and reaping was still a hands-on procedure. Despite the invention of certain
         machines like strippers and stump-jump ploughs, most of the daily round on the farm depended on the strength of men’s muscles
         and the resilience of women’s backs.
      

      
      The early 1920s therefore remained essentially horse and buggy days. Teams of heavy draught horses, especially Clydesdales,
         pulled the ploughs and hauled away the harvest on wagons piled high with wheat sewn up in three-bushel bags. (Bulk handling
         in South Australia was still a world away.) At the railway sidings steam trains simmered and hissed, and finally clanked off
         to distant seaports with long lines of wheat-laden trucks in tow.
      

      
      In such a milieu it took a long time to get things done. The cultivation of a few acres a day was a notable achievement. The
         harvest in our district started in November or early December and might last until February or even March.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      The stump-jump plough, an Australian invention,
enabled newly-cleared land to be farmed while some tree
stumps still remained. This
            one, made at Gawler, SA, was
similar to the one used on our farm.
      

      
      Out in the paddocks there was little shelter from the wind of winter or the heat of summer. Discomfort was endured, expected
         and accepted as an inevitable part of farming life. Yet within a couple of generations the whole harvest was being completed
         in a few days by a mechanical juggernaut with an air-conditioned cabin.
      

      
      
      Travel in my childhood was restricted. Horizons were limited. This tended to produce communities that were conservative, and
         even parochial, but they were also closely knit, caring and dependable. And if dogmatism and a sniff of centuries-old superstition
         remained, there was also deep religious conviction and unshakeable faith.
      

      
      Ours was not an unfortunate community for a child to grow up in. Freedom and security, adequate home-grown food, lively interaction
         with our peers, solid if sometimes stolid family life, friendship among neighbours — these we took for granted, while all
         the while the mechanisation of the world was going on around us and we were scarcely aware of it.
      

      
      Profound shifts in attitude accompanied the change. With the hand-held hoes and scythes of our forefathers, the earth was
         close and friendly, something to revere. The soil was under their boots and on their hands. With the advent of agricultural
         science and huge machines it became a ‘resource’ to analyse, modify and exploit.
      

      
      In the pages that follow I have tried to catch a little of the spirit of that world of the 1920s into which I was born, and
         from which I was evicted by the Great Depression of the 1930s.
      

   



      
      
      2

      
      Family Limbs

      
      My maternal grandfather, Johann Gottfried Wittwer, arrived at Port Adelaide as a sponsored immigrant on board the barque Victoria in 1858. He was twenty-two. He had been born in Grossblumberg, Brandenburg, but for some time he had been keen to get out
         of the place. He first worked in various parts of the Barossa Valley but later moved further out and owned farms in the Point
         Pass-Robertstown area. He married Emilie Maria Auguste Henschke in 1860.
      

      
      Although some of the land he took up was not overly productive, there was no doubt about his own fertility. He and Auguste
         had nine children before she died in May 1875, aged thirty-eight. This left him with a profound dilemma — the care of nine
         children ranging in age from two days to fourteen years — so he set off urgently to find another wife. The family story goes
         that he saw a woman crossing the road at Bethany one day. She was young and blue-eyed, and he prayed that she might be the new
         wife he was looking for. Obviously, his prayers were answered. They were married at the end of June 1875, seven weeks after
         Auguste’s death.
      

      
      Her name was Bertha Louisa Grossman, a remarkable woman who, at the age of twenty-three, took over the management of a household
         of nine children not her own (some say she wasn’t told about them before the wedding), in undeveloped frontier country with
         only the most primitive housing, little water, no amenities, and virtually no help — and simultaneously proceeded to have
         eight children of her own. She was my grandmother. Her fifth child, Amalie Anna, was my mother.
      

      
      The fecundity that was such a distinguishing characteristic of Johann continued unabated in his children. The eight survivors
         from his marriage with Auguste (one boy died when he was four) produced eighty-two children between them, but the eight from
         Bertha could manage only forty-six. Nevertheless, Johann must have seen the creation of one hundred and twenty-eight offspring
         in the next generation as a considerable achievement.
      

      
      In contrast, the line of my paternal grandfather was singularly unproductive. He was Johann August Thiele, who arrived at Port Adelaide from Hamburg on board
         the La Rochelle in September 1855. She apparently sank with all hands on the return voyage. My uncle Fred kept telling me that if this had happened on the outward journey none of us would ever have existed, a possibility that fascinated him. He was convinced that our lives were governed
         by strange and unpredictable forces over which we had no control.
      

      
      My grandfather took up land at Freeling, then at Baroota, and finally at Peep Hill, in the mallee, between Eudunda and Morgan.
         He died there of dysentery, from contaminated water in that waterless region, at the height of summer in February 1883, aged
         forty-four. He left a widow, who had been Meta Rochfuss, and six children — five sons and a daughter.
      

      
      In an era without social services they faced incredible hardships simply to survive, the older boys cutting firewood and carting
         it by wagon all the way to Kapunda for a few pence a ton. Fortunately, early in the 1900s part of the greater Anlaby run was
         thrown open to closer settlement, and all five Thiele brothers applied for blocks in the Hundred of Julia Creek. This was
         a much better area, with good soil and an assured rainfall in the higher country northwest of Eudunda.
      

      
      The applicants had to appear personally before Sir Jenkin Coles, who conducted the interviews with great authority, requiring
         each person to justify his application and show cause why one of the new farms should be allotted to him. Uncle Fred, always
         one to dramatise his stories, claimed to have overwhelmed Sir Jenkin with a single, devastating statement. When asked why he wanted to leave the
         mallee he said bluntly that it was a drought-stricken hell hole — ein verdammtes Land wo der Teufel aus Verzweiflung Brummfliegen fresst (a damned land where the devil in despair feeds on blowflies). After that it appears that the Thieles were allotted farms
         without further question.
      

      
      My father married my mother (Amalie Anna, fifth child of Gottfried Wittwer’s second wife) in September 1910. They had five
         children: two daughters and a son who were older than I was, and a daughter who was younger. A few days before I was due to
         be born my father harnessed up the buggy and drove my mother to Eudunda, where she could await the birth in the relative comfort
         of Mutter Knabe’s Nursing Home. There was no hospital in the district. The nursing home of those days was not an infirmary
         or old people’s home but rather a kind of midwifery hostel — historically a half-way stage between the era when all births
         took place at home with the help of a local mother or midwife, and the dedicated maternity hospital of the future.
      

      
      Although my father’s action was merely a precaution, he admitted that it could have precipitated more problems than it was
         meant to solve. The seven-mile buggy ride, over rough roads pock-marked with potholes and strewn with stones, over which the
         metal rims of the wheels lurched and clanged, could have shaken me up to such a degree that I might well have decided to emerge prematurely
         to see what was going on. If that had happened I don’t think my father would have handled the situation well. Lacking a hitching
         rail to restrain the horses, and without shelter for my mother at the side of the dusty road, my entry into the world would
         have been anything but peaceful. Luckily, the ride went safely, if not smoothly. Not long afterwards, so my mother said, Mutter
         Knabe had me tucked up in masses of swaddling, even though it wasn’t really needed in the warm mid-November weather.
      

      
      Had I been born a little later my mother would have had the benefit of up-to-date facilities. The foundation stone of the
         new Eudunda hospital was laid sixteen days after my birth, and the hospital itself was opened two years later.
      

      
      With five children, my father was easily the most reproductive of the five Thiele brothers. Ben, the eldest, had two daughters;
         Fred and August both remained bachelors; and Frank, the youngest, had a daughter and a son, but the son remained a bachelor.
         This meant that the continuation of the Thiele surname rested on my brother and me, but as my wife and I have two daughters
         the responsibility finally fell to my brother. He obligingly had two sons, but, characteristically, they both remained bachelors.
         This hearty distrust of marriage among the male Thieles therefore ensures the extinction of the name in our branch of the family tree.
      

      
      My father and all my uncles were always referred to by the anglicised versions of their names rather than the German ones
         they were baptised with. Johann Bernard was simply Ben, Carl Friedrich was Fred, Johann August was Augie or August, Carl Wilhelm
         (my father) was Bill, and Georg Franz was Frank. This was universal, irrespective of the person speaking to them, whether
         MP, bank manager, storekeeper or lumper on the wheat stacks. I sometimes wondered whether this was a consequence of the bitter
         passions of the First World War — an attempt to disguise their origins — but I am sure it was not. They used their anglicised
         names quite naturally among themselves and with us. ‘No, Bill, I wouldn’t do it like that’, or ‘Go and ask Uncle Frank about
         it’, were part of their daily conversation.
      

      [image: image]

      
      Trademark used by Aussie Pianos
and Organs, Melbourne, 1924.
      

      
      
      The children, of course, were as Australian as gum trees. We had absorbed the country through our boot soles, not only in
         our attitudes and our love of the place but in our rapport with what we called ‘real’ Australians: the shearers, lumpers,
         carters, fettlers and road workers we liked to watch and talk to whenever we had the chance. But it had taken three generations
         for children like us to become thoroughly ‘Australianised’ in this way.
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