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FOREWORD

I’VE ONLY WRITTEN one book and that was before the turn of the century, 1996 to be exact. There was nothing to it! That’s not to say writing a book is easy; it’s just that there wasn’t too much substance in mine. In hindsight, the greatest achievement of my writing that book was that it was written by hand in South Africa.

I was there for a Test Cricket series between Australia and South Africa. Channel 7 had bought the rights to the series and the late Drew Morphett and I were sent to do the commentary. The cricket was memorable but it was a three Test series that stretched over eight weeks. There was plenty of time to write a book. So that’s what I did.

I soon found out that my recollection of events was hardly a mirror image of history. Given I was only forty-seven, and the topic was my own past, things were rarely placed in wrong decades but, then again, only a few memories were spot on.

By contrast, some books demand to be written and read. Unlike mine, they’re not written to while away the time. This book is one of those books … one that demands to be read. Bill Dempsey writes about matters of consequence. His memory is vivid because he gives matters of importance a face. As you read this book you will come to understand how Bill, throughout a wonderful career, played for three teams, the red and blue of West Perth, the two blues of the Darwin Buffaloes, and the red, yellow and black of his Indigenous peoples. Numerous times his good friends Ron and Stan were on the front line of his defence. These days we would probably label the pair Bill’s ‘posse’ but in those days, they were just ‘mates’, pure and simple. The irony, of course, is they themselves were outsiders in the outer.

My Dad Jim, and my Uncle Arthur both loved their footy. Jim barracked for West Perth and his favourite player was Bill, but only marginally ahead of Joe Fanchi. The name Dempsey doesn’t end in a vowel but on first listen, maybe Dad thought it did, otherwise it’s hard to understand Joe’s demotion. Both Jim and Arthur were born in Australia. My grandfather had come to Western Australia from Italy as a twenty-year-old. My mother was English/French. The Italian in me was very diluted! I never considered myself a ‘real’ Italian. Still, the surname was enough for me to get more than a few racial barbs as I played my way through junior footy. Which is not to say I can even begin to understand what Bill and his friends went through, it’s merely an observation of Australian society at that time.

I first met Bill Dempsey through Arthur. The man Bill describes in this book as ‘a mentor to me’. The pair worked together at Humes, a company once located almost in the shadows of Subiaco Oval. I reckon I was in my early teens and meeting Bill was something very special; he was a living, breathing, real-live league football star. In later life, I remember as a commentator often saying how much Paddy Ryder ‘reminds me of Bill Dempsey’. To be fair, that comparison is only partly true because in my opinion, as good as Paddy is, Bill was better. Besides I just wanted to give Bill a mention!

Bill was captain of West Perth for four seasons but what a remarkable roller-coaster ride he had. The club had appointed a new coach in 1973, former Melbourne defender Dennis Jones, and Bill became captain. Jones didn’t immediately replace Graham Farmer, he replaced dashing defender Peter Steward who, after only one season as captain-coach, came to the conclusion he’d rather just be ‘one of the boys’. It’s fair to say 1973 showed little sign of what was to come. Under Jones, the Cardinals were unlucky losers of the Grand Final that year. But things quickly soured at Leederville.

In what I’ve always regarded as one of the most turbulent years at any club in WAFL history, things spiralled out of control at alarming speed. In this book, Bill doesn’t dwell too much on his second season in charge other than to make clear it wasn’t one he enjoyed. It’s something I knew would have to be in this book. I also knew the year was an extremely difficult one. The club’s greatest player and Bill’s great friend Mel Whinnen was in Jones’ crosshairs. Initially I expected even more venom from Bill. But after reading his account, I reckon he’s got it just about right. What’s the point? That’s not to say Bill doesn’t express his feelings here, it’s just that he was always one to let his actions do the talking, and starting a disobedience campaign at half-time is a hard act to top. Jones had only the two seasons and was replaced by Graham Campbell, who immediately led the club to a premiership in 1975. It’s almost certain Bill’s intervention in 1974 made that premiership possible. It also cleared the way for Mel Whinnen to win the Simpson Medal for Best on Ground in the 1975 Grand Final … just weeks before claiming his ninth club Best and Fairest.

In so many ways, Leederville Oval and the seven other WAFL grounds around Perth were Bill’s natural habitat. He had all the pieces a champion footballer needed to have! He was a natural! Having been lucky enough to watch and ‘call’ a lot of footy champions over the years, I think the trait that is most often overlooked in champions is courage. Graham Farmer and Barry Cable aren’t remembered for their courage. They’re remembered for their brilliance. Bill Dempsey was the same. His competitiveness and his willingness to pay the price were too often an afterthought lost in his athleticism and skill. Having said all of that, I’ve never been one to confuse courage on a football field as a guarantee of courage in everyday life.

All of which leads me to the chapter where he talks about the children to whom he has dedicated this book. I’m sure it took courage for Bill to write it. Even the Coen brothers would have been hard-pressed to come up with such an unexpected detour. But it’s a detour that is well worth the trip, even if Bill had to throw his life into reverse to get us there! In this one chapter, I found the Bill Dempsey I’ve always known on and off the field. The same one my Dad pointed to at Leederville Oval so many years ago and said, ‘If you want to become a good footballer, just watch that bloke.’ Clearly, Joe Fanchi (a short strongly built Italian rover) didn’t fit the expectations my father had for me. In Chapter Thirty-three, Bill is forthright, he is warm, he is funny, he is reflective and, most of all, he is courageous! What’s new?

Dennis Cometti




THE DREAM

WHEN I WAS about fifteen years old and still in the mission I began to think about my future. I realised that it was for me to try and work out what I had to do, and plan for the future.

I had to finish high school – Year Twelve. Try and get an apprenticeship – carpentry – so that one day I would build my own house.

Along the way try and play football for the Buffaloes.

Hopefully meet a girl – get married – have some kids – watch and guide them as they grew up, and let the future happen.

So much for dreams.

What follows is Reality.




PART ONE






ONE

I CAN REMEMBER my Dad driving trucks. I was only three years old, but he used to grab hold of me and chuck me in the front seat and I’d go riding with him. My old man, Willie Dempsey, was a truck driver from Alice Springs. But when I was born, in Birdum, he was fighting in New Guinea.

Back then, the rail line from Adelaide in the south ended at Alice Springs, and to connect to Darwin, they had semitrailers carting all the goods to Birdum, which was the southern railhead for the Darwin line. Well my father was one of them semitrailer drivers that used to pull up at Birdum, and he took a fancy to my Mum.

Seventeen she was, Dorothy Holtze.

My grandfather, George Holtze – he was a hard man. He had rifles and revolvers. He said to Willie Dempsey, ‘Now, you listen, I know you’re hanging around my daughter. See this.’ Click-click went his gun. ‘I’ll chase you if you don’t do the right thing by this girl.’

‘Don’t worry George,’ Willie said. ‘I’m going to do the right thing.’

Anyway, she got pregnant and he got called up in the army.

So my grandfather said to him, ‘Hey, remember what I told you.’ Click-click.

‘Don’t worry. As soon as I come back, we’ll get married.’

He was a sergeant and went and fought in New Guinea.

In the meantime, I was born. It was 1942, when the Japanese were bombing Darwin.

BETWEEN WILLIE DEMPSEY and Dorothy Holtze, my bloodlines cover plenty of bases, you might say.

Willie’s father, Jack Dempsey, came from Ireland on a boat, with his brother John. They landed in Melbourne sometime in the early 1900s, as far as I know, and headed straight to central Australia. I used to wonder whether they were criminals of some sort, or maybe running away from someone, but I kept those thoughts to myself.

Old Jack Dempsey had a market garden just outside of Alice Springs. He used to supply the town with everything; watermelons and rockmelons and tomatoes and god knows, and he employed all these Aboriginal people.

Anyway, he met this full blood Aboriginal lady from Utopia Station, an Arrente woman. He did the right thing. He went to the authorities and said, ‘I’ve met this woman, and I’ve fallen in love with her, and I want to marry her.’

They said, ‘You can’t marry her, she’s a full blood. You just cannot do it, you’re a white man.’

But they lived as man and wife, and they had three kids, Willie Dempsey, Lilly Dempsey and Ivy Dempsey. That’s where I come from, on that side.

ON MUM’S SIDE it’s even more of a mix. The Holtze story has all been researched and written up by this lady from the Northern Territory. [Remember Me Kindly: A history of the Holtze family in the Northern Territory, Deborah Bisa, Historical Society of the Northern Territory, 2016]

Going right back, my great-great-grandfather is Maurice Holtze. He was a botanist, from Germany. He was travelling around Europe, and he met up with a Russian lady called Evlampia, and she became my great-great-grandmother. They were living in Russia, and some sort of trouble blew up and they had to get out. No one seems to really know the how or the why of it, but they finished up on a boat with their three kids, and they landed in Darwin – or Palmerston as it was called back then – in 1873.

It was a tiny place in those days, and I reckon life must have been pretty tough for those two from the cold country in Europe. There was a gold rush on, but Maurice didn’t do any good prospecting. For a while there, he was a warder at the jail. And then after five years, he fell on his feet when he got the job as the ‘Government Gardener’. He set up the botanic gardens in Darwin.

Their middle son was a boy called Waldemar. While he was still a teenager, Waldemar got a job with the post office, and then got a posting as a linesman on the Overland Telegraph Line, first to a place called Yam Creek, then to Powell Creek, south of Elliott. The overland telegraph was still a newfangled thing back then, and they had relay stations up and down the line that had been built between Adelaide and Darwin. The linesmen had to relay the messages in Morse code, and they had to look after the lines in their section, repairing any damage.

Not long after Waldemar got the posting, his old man got an offer to go south, to be the curator for South Australian government, to do their Botanic Gardens. He took all of his family, but Waldemar stayed behind. He didn’t tell them why. He’d started mingling with the Aboriginal people. He found out that they could have at least five partners. So he said to his parents, ‘No, I’m staying. I’m going to be a telegraph man.’ And that’s what he did. He stayed behind, and he had five wives.

That’s my great-grandfather. Wallaby Holtze. The mob couldn’t say Waldemar, so they called him Wallaby, and that’s what he became known as. He worked for the PMG for most of his life, always in that central area from Katherine down to Tennant Creek. [The Postmaster-General’s Department: the predecessor of Australia Post and Telstra.] He never left that country until he was on his very last legs.

Now when I say ‘wives’, he certainly never married any of them. I don’t think they were all living with him at once, like a harem; he just took different women at different times. And one of those women was my great-grandmother Litirngali, a Jingili/Warramunga woman. Wallaby and Litirngali had two boys, Ronnie Holtze, and my grandfather George Holtze.

It’s a bit hard to know what to say about old Wallaby Holtze. He became a bit of a legend in the Territory. One of the old-timers. He never really tried to hide that he lived with Aboriginal women and had Aboriginal kids. He used to write letters backwards and forwards with one of those old anthropologists about Aboriginal customs. There was an article in the NT News when he passed away that reckoned ‘he once claimed to be “overlord” of Warramunga Aborigines at Powell Creek near Newcastle Waters’.

But he never really looked after all his Aboriginal family. Let me put it this way. My grandmother was a full blood woman from Ngukurr, Roper River. She could read and write, taught by the missionaries. But her husband George, couldn’t read. His father Wallaby never taught him how.

MY GRANDFATHER, GEORGE Holtze – his tribe was the Jingili and Warramunga people, from the central Northern Territory, around Tennant Creek and Newcastle Waters, all that area. That’s where he learned his stockwork. And he was really good at it.

My grandmother was called Alice. Her tribal name was Moondoolooloo. She was a Ngalakan woman. They don’t have queens in that area, but she was like a queen. She was very respected, and she was a very tall woman, taller than my grandfather. Very statuesque – a beautiful, strong, black woman.

She was living at Ngukurr, on the Roper River. The Anglican nuns from Groote Eylandt came there and they recognised her, how intelligent she was. So they took her to Groote Eylandt and they taught her how to read and write. When they were satisfied with what they’d taught her, she went back to Ngukurr and she taught all her people, the women especially, how to read and write.

This is the story my Granny told me. George wasn’t allowed to marry any of the women available in that area around Newcastle, so he had to go and find a bride somewhere else. He was a law man, a very important man. He got one of his mates and they rode their horses to Ngukurr. He saw Granny. He had his revolvers, and he went and saw the head, the chief, and he said, ‘I want to marry that woman.’

‘You can’t marry her, she’s promised to someone else.’

‘Well, I don’t care about her being promised. I want her.’ He waved his revolver. ‘You see that? I’m going to take her. If anyone follows me, I’ll shoot them.’

So he grabbed her. Took her back to his country.

She went willingly. It is a romantic story. They had eight kids, and they stayed together until the day my grandfather passed away.


HISTORICAL RECORDS SHOW that George and Alice were married in 1919. Their first three children were the girls Dorothy (who would become Bill’s mother), Theresa and Rita, born between 1924 and 1927. George found work on various stations in the region, and as head stockman at Roper River, and as a drover.

Through the 1930s, life was a constant battle, not just to survive the Depression years, but to keep their family together. It seems that from 1933, the oldest girl, Dorothy, lived at Birdum in an unofficial arrangement with a Mrs Kearnan at the Birdum Hotel. Whilst they were at Roper River, the two younger girls were taken from them and sent to the Groote Eylandt Mission. George and Alice had to fight for their return.

When they left Roper, Constable Johnson at Mataranka was seeking advice about ‘whether I shall remove the lubra [Alice] from the Half-caste [George], also whether I shall take possession of the children [Theresa and Rita] and have them sent to Darwin, also the position as regards the girl now with Mrs Kearnan.’

They entered into written agreements with women in Mataranka to care for their girls whilst George was off droving and Alice working at Elsey Station. But there was constant pressure from local authorities and nosey neighbours for the girls to be removed.

‘George and Alice were strong-minded and proud, and they clearly preferred to keep their family as close together as possible … even Constable Johnson was compelled to admit that the family was close-knit.’

At some point in the second half of the 1930s, the whole family, which by now included four young boys, settled in Birdum, where George got work as a fettler on the railway.

[The information and quotes are from Remember Me Kindly]
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