A Story of Donald Skarratt

As Told to Us by Trevor McLennan, on 24/5/97.

On Saturday 24th May 1997 we met with Trevor McLennan at his home in Brent Street, Rozelle.

It is interesting to note that Trevor had an association with the Peak Hill area (where Colleen grew up) and with the Skarratts (who owned "Ulinbawn" for many years) as well as being my Uncle.  

During his teenage years, Trevor travelled a few times from his Penrith home to Peak Hill where he stayed with the Hando family who, like Trevor, had an interest in horses, particularly trotting.  He mentioned that on one of those trips he also had his first experience of goat cart racing, which is still popular in that district today.

After becoming a school teacher, Trevor took up an appointment at age eighteen (about 1953?) in the Central West as a relief teacher.  Initially he based himself in Dubbo, travelling to the schools throughout the area.  He boarded with a lady who had apparently moved into town after she had been widowed.  Donald Skarratt visited this household about once a month, usually staying overnight (it was said that he was having an affair with this woman).  It was from these visits that Trevor came to know Donald.

Donald Skarratt lived on a property near Tomingley, a small village a few kilometres north of Peak Hill on the Dubbo road.  Trevor was invited to stay at Tomingley and spent several years living there until 1956, travelling from there to teach at the various schools throughout the district.  This association continued over the years with Trevor returning on occasions such as with school excursion trips and later still as a sales representative for Parker Pens.  

Donald Skarratt had been raised at "Mountside", Glenbrook.  He was educated at the Kings School, Parramatta (and, as we otherwise know, he attended school prior to this at "Ulinbawn").  Donald served in the Middle East and in New Guinea during the Second World War, a subject of frequent conversation in the household.

Trevor commented that he found Donald to be an intelligent person who was innovative in his running of the farm.  The property at Tomingley was substantial and Donald grew wheat and other crops and farmed sheep and cattle.  He seemed to be a progressive farmer, keen to try more difficult crops and irrigated the land from the nearby river.  He was exceptionally clever with machinery.

On a search for suitable breeding cattle, Donald travelled to Chile (or Argentina?).  While there, he stayed for a time with a family who apparently fitted the category of the "landed gentry".  During his stay a love affair developed and he was able to convince an eligible daughter of his host to return to Australia with him as his wife.  It seems that life for the well to do in Chile was made easier by the numerous servants and farm hands, the reality of life at Tomingley was apparently an unanticipated shock for her and difficulties with their relationship ensued.  She probably had expected househelp and servants but there were none.  She probably expected a lifestyle similar to that where she came from but the reality was quite different.

They had two sons.  The boys were sent to boarding school, during holidays they used to come home to Tomingley.  As time passed these trips home became less frequent and instead they spent their holidays with their grandmother at "Mountside" or maybe later on with their mother.

Trevor came to live at Tomingley in the midst of this, his observations were that Donald, although good friends with him, related better with his many dogs than he did  with his wife or sons.  Apparently there were lots of arguments between Don and his wife.  The sons, in turn, showed little interest in the farm.  Trevor commented that the one thing he didn't like about Donald and didn't understand was the way he treated his sons.  Trevor considered Donald to have been very hard on them and was continually finding fault in the things they did.  Donald was greatly disappointed that the boys showed little interest in the farm.

There were lots of arguments with his wife.  One incident related concerned Donald's pride and joy, a '36 or '38 Dodge car, which was not used about the farm but was reserved for trips to town, it was kept well polished and under a cloth in one of the sheds.  Trevor recalled that the way his wife treated this car was a source of tension between them.  On one occasion she had driven the car from the front gate up to the house (some distance) with a flat tyre, the tyre was ruined and, at that period, tyres were hard to come by.  

The farm vehicles were notable and were described by Trevor as inspiring the Mad Max movies.  Donald could create machinery from whatever parts were available on the property and one of his farm hands was a mechanical "whiz kid".  Donald once replaced an old steam donkey engine with a Spitfire aircraft engine, this was not deemed a success as it used fuel as quickly as you could pour it in.

Whilst Donald may not have shown warmth and understanding to his wife and children, he did to others and had a great fondness for his dogs.

Donald kept many dogs, 16 including about 6 working dogs.  He had an affinity with the dogs and he would often talk to them.  It was said that he could communicate with them and that they understood him.  There was one old retired working dog that Donald would carry and place it where it could watch the other dogs.  An incident that particularly upset Donald was when one of the sons one day threw the dog's food at the old dog and he berated the child as if it were less important than the dogs.

At feeding time, Donald would have the dogs line up and parade.  This involved the dogs assembling outside the house and coming inside each in turn approaching Donald at the table.  Each dog would place it's paws on a seat in front of Donald as if presenting itself for inspection, Donald would talk to the dog and then the dog would be allowed to receive it's dinner.  The other dogs would follow in the same manner.  The working dogs, however, were not allowed in and would have to watch this daily ritual from the verandah until the other dogs had paraded and eaten before they too could eat.

Each of the “family dogs” was known by name and for its own particular personality, some more eccentric than others.

One dog, Tom, had a peculiar habit of always carrying in its mouth a glass sauce bottle, putting it down only to eat or to play with the other dogs, when finished it would pick it up again and carry it about.

There was also a pet kangaroo, Tojo, who ate seated at the kitchen table like one of the family.  Care had to be taken to keep things out of reach at the centre of the table.  Tojo was, however, in danger as it could not readily be distinguished from the other kangaroos on the property which were shot on site.

Donald disliked to see animals in cages and this led to a notorious incident.  In 1956 some circus animals, including a lion, were being transported to Dubbo and the vehicle broke down on the road near the Skarratt property.  Donald spoke to the circus staff with the animals and expressed his feelings about the caging of the animals and their poor state of health.  The truck remained stuck there overnight.

At the dog's feeding time Donald noticed that the dog Tom was not to be found.  Donald and Trevor set out in the ute and soon found the dog's bottle, which it carried everywhere, discarded on the side of the road.  They searched near here and found by the river some remains of the dog.  On approaching the circus truck they found further remains inside the lion's cage.  Donald took no hesitation in grabbing his shotgun from the ute and shot and killed the lion.  This led to a court appearance and a charge with a good behaviour bond.  This incident was reported in the Dubbo Gazette newspaper in 1956.

At some time Donald's wife left the property and this was the end of their marriage.

There was a girl, Grace, who came to live on the property.  She was known to Donald's family and came from the Glenmore Park or Mulgoa area.  It seems she had been in some sort of trouble and this had something to do with why she relocated to the farm.  Trevor commented that she was a rather simple girl, was very kind-hearted and fitted in well on the farm.

She did, however, develop an association with a young fellow working on the farm, whom Trevor considered to be "not a very good type".  She became pregnant and they moved away from the farm but soon the  boyfriend cleared out.  The child had Down's syndrome, Donald said that she could come back to the farm.  Later on they came to marry, Donald felt that the child needed to have a home and a father.

Donald was a heavy smoker with a steady consumption of roll-your-own cigarettes and later suffered from emphysema.  As a consequence he found it increasingly difficult to manage the farm, he sold up and purchased a smaller farm also at Tomingley where he concentrated on sheep.

Trevor had met Donald’s mother at “Mountside” when he and Donald had occasionally brought a load of wheat or wool to Sydney.  He considered her to be “genteel poor”, that is to say she had assets but no money to spend.  Trevor had gradually lost contact with Donald as time passed.

This story ends with the tragic fire that burnt down the farmhouse.  Donald, on discovering the fire, told Grace to grab the child and get outside. He busied himself in grabbing valuables from the burning house but looking outside he saw Grace standing alone in a state of shock.  Donald found the child and passed it out through a window but in trying to find his way out the roof collapsed and he was badly burnt, dying about two weeks later.  There was some suspicion that the fire may have been started by Grace’s male friend.
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