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Edith Ruth Bubb was the ninth child of John Robert Watts and his wife Mary (née Illidge). As announced in the
Empire, she was born on 25 August 1873 at Burwood, to where the family had moved in the mid-1860s.
On the 25th August, at her residence, Burwood, Mrs. J.R. Bubb, of a daughter.1

Where and how she was educated has not been established, and she may have spent time with her elder sister
Emily after the latter married Charles Ross in Maryborough, Queensland, in 1882.
We catch a glimpse of Edith, and other Misses Bubbs, through their voluntary work as collectors for the annual
Hospital Saturday Fund movement as reported in the Sydney newspapers in the early 1900s. For instance, Miss
E. Bubb was one of the collectors who was located at the Burwood Railway Station for the fundraiser in 1902.2
We pick up the trail for Edith through the NSW Government Gazette. The following notice, under the heading
Department of Public Instruction, was published in September 1907.
Miss EDITH R. BUBB, Junior Nurse, Hospital for the Insane, Parramatta, to be Attendant at the Industrial School for
Girls, Parramatta to take effect from the date of entry on duty.3

Parramatta Hospital for the Insane c19004

Edith Ruth Bubb had not married and therefore needed to find some means of supporting herself. I have not
established when and how (and if) Edith Bubb had attained her nursing qualification nor how long she had been
employed at the Hospital for the Insane, but according to the NSW Public Service Lists, she had joined the Service
on 1 January 1895.5 By the time her appointment to the Industrial School was gazetted she would have been 34
years of age. However, in the Public Service Lists her birth date was given as 25 August 1876. Was this a clerical
error? Was there an age eligibility issue with entry into the Service?
In August 1867, six years before Edith Bubb was born, the first public Industrial School for Girls commenced
operation at Newcastle.6 It was plagued with problems from out outset – inappropriate location, inadequate
premises, lack of resources, inexperienced and/or unqualified staff, deficient management procedures; inmates
escaping and/or causing riots – it was all too much for the citizens of Newcastle who, at a public meeting held on
23 March 1871, having resolved that the Industrial School be removed from their town, directed a deputation to
wait upon the Government to represent the views of the meeting.7
Cockatoo Island, situated in Sydney Harbour, was to be the new home of the Industrial School. Up to the late 1860s
the actual site chosen had been a gaol, regarded as one of the worst in the Colony. In preparation for receiving the
girls and the staff, some minor modifications were carried out – lime washing the walls, laying of cocoa fibre matting
in the dormitories, gutter repairs, and extension of the surrounding iron fence – together with a change of name to
Biloela to ‘blot out’ the convict connotation.8 At the same time, on 17 July 1871, the Colonial Secretary’s Office
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promulgated the Regulations for the Industrial School for Girls, Parramatta River, a total of 65. In the light of events,
it is interesting to note some of those relating to the Superintendent (1, 2, 3, and 5).9
1. The Superintendent will have entire charge of the institution, and be held responsible for all the property
belonging to the Government. He will visit and inspect, with the Matron, every part of the Establishment daily, and
ascertain that the whole is under efficient management and control.
2. He will be held responsible for the proper discharge of all duties to be performed by the various officers of the
Establishment; and he will be guided, from time to time, by such instructions as he may receive from the Colonial
Secretary.
3. He will see that the girls are properly instructed by the Teacher or Teachers, - that they are taught habits of
cleanliness, industry, and diligence; and he will be expected to do everything in his power to encourage, by force of
example, moral and pious conduct amongst those entrusted to his care.
5. He will see that the girls are treated with kindness, combined with strict discipline, and check every instance of
harsh conduct on the part of the officers or attendants.

It was Regulation 5, in particular, that brought down Superintendent George Lucas. Clearly unable to control the
more rebellious of the inmates, he himself resorted to ‘harsh conduct’, with liberal use of the straightjacket and
periods of confinement on bread and water. Such punishment met with further defiance, thus creating a nightmarish
merry-go-round. Over the period August to November 1873 the Public Charities Commission made three
investigative visits to Biloela, the upshot of which was that George Lucas, having been asked to show cause why
he should not be dismissed, resigned. The Second Report of the Commissioners was handed down the following
year, and the section dealing with the Biloela Industrial School for Girls was published in The Sydney Morning
Herald of 2 June 1874. In effect, by highlighting and detailing what the Commissioners regarded as the endemic
shortcomings across all aspects of the operation of Biloela, the Report would, indeed should, have served as a
blueprint for those tasked with the future management of such establishments. Most instructively, the Report
addressed staffing issues, both those concerning the lack of confidence, trust and cohesion between the staff and
management – Mr. and Mrs. George Lucas, Superintendent and Matron – but, much more seriously, the patent
unsuitability of the person recommended to and employed by the Government.
Previous to his appointment, Mr. Lucas appears to have been known as a citizen of Sydney taking considerable
interest in the destitute classes of the city. Of a kindly disposition he devoted a considerable portion of his time to
the management of a night refuge for the homeless poor and enjoyed the consequent popularity arising from his
charitable conduct … Mere kindliness of disposition, however, does not necessarily imply the possession of abilities
requisite in the efficient administrator of an industrial school. Beyond the possession of good intentions, Mr. Lucas
appears to have possessed no qualifications for a post requiring a singular combination of natural and acquired
attainments for the successful discharge of its duties, and it was soon discovered that a mistake had been made in
his appointment. At the time of his nomination to the office no one seems to have been aware of the fact that Mr.
Lucas was unable to write the simplest report in grammatical English, and, since his first attempt all his official
documents seem to have been drawn up by the clerk and storekeeper of the institution. Besides his deficiency of
education, there was soon exhibited a disregard of appearance and a slovenliness of attire very much calculated to
destroy the respect of young people, quick in associating roughness of manner and appearance with want of culture
and refinement. Experience seems to prove that probably no class so absolutely require for their successful
management persons place over them as instructors whom they at once distinctly recognise as their superiors,
intellectually, morally and socially, as the children to be found in a female industrial school.10

Following the departure of Mr. and Mrs. Lucas the administration of the Industrial School was temporarily vested in
Police Sergeant Dale as Officer in Charge and Mrs. Kelly as acting matron, under whose watch ‘began one of the
most peaceful periods for the school’.11 As recommended by the Charity Commissioners the next substantive
Superintendent was a woman. Having checked her credentials, the Government announced the appointment of
widow, Mrs. Selina Georgina Walker, who took up her position in April 1875.12 She adopted a more humane
approach to the administration, no doubt influenced by the philosophy of her father, Francis Rawdon Hastings
Campbell who for many years held the position of Medical Superintendent at Tarban Creek Lunatic Asylum. 13.It
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was during her time that the Industrial School was relocated in May 1887 to Fleet Street, Parramatta, a seemingly
smooth transfer. At the same time the School became the responsibility of the Department of Public Instruction. In
her report on the School’s operations for 1889, Selina Walker made the following observations.
Although, through the misconduct of a few of the girls, this Institution is in a measure under a cloud, the inmates
were never in a more orderly or healthy condition. The recreation room lately opened, and the drill instruction, also
of recent date are of great value in providing amusement and exercise for the girls. No deaths have occurred during
the year, nor has there been any serious illness.14

Indeed by 1890 the Institute was more than ‘a measure under a cloud’. As had happened with her predecessors,
the management of Mrs. Walker was called into question and the running of the Institution once again found
wanting. She had laboured under the same disadvantages as her predecessors – insufficient staff, lack of facilities
and equipment, rebellious inmates, etc – but, inadequate resources and difficult girls notwithstanding, most critical
was her inability to understand and/or her competency to accommodate a radical change in the Industrial School’s
function, as dictated by the Department.15 The Institution underwent a comprehensive reorganisation, starting with
the replacement of all current staff. In accordance with revised regulations issued by the Minister for Public
Instruction, the Institution was to be managed in future by a staff comprising a superintendent, a matron, a teacher
and one or more assistant teachers, an assistant matron, a sub-matron, a work mistress and a visiting surgeon.
The teachers would hold appropriate qualifications, and the non-teaching staff would be proficient in the subjects
for which they were responsible – cooking, sewing, laundering, and housekeeping.
The staff selected and the curriculum devised show the determination to stress the importance of training for work.
The main changes were that most of the staff had experience in the particular occupation they were required to
teach the girls. None had any training in reformatory work and only the classroom teachers were trained teachers.16

A newspaper reporter asserted that if the regulations were carefully obeyed, it would be hard to imagine any further
scenes of disorder occurring at the Institution. He noted, however, that over and above mere obedience, the
concluding paragraph of the Minister’s report left the staff absolutely in no doubt as to what was expected of them.
Duties performed by officers … with genuine manifestations of earnest sympathy with the girls in their position, and
of a heartfelt desire to promote their present and future happiness and improvement, cannot but fail to realise the
objects for the accomplishment of which an industrial school is intended. Officers should all fully realise and
constantly bear in mind that, to be really effective in such work as the management and training of industrial school
girls, they must necessarily have their hearts in the work and that their duties should to a large extent be carried on
as a labour of love, and not as one of official routine merely.17

Mrs. Walker’s retirement, ‘at her own request on account of ill-health’ was announced in January 1890.18 The next
three Superintendents were recruited from the ranks of Public School headmasters. From 1890 and until his death
in 1896 the responsibility for administering the revamped regime rested with Charles Spiers, followed by Thomas
Dryhurst until his retirement in 1906, to be replaced by Alexander Thompson, first as Acting and then, in June 1907,
confirmed as Superintendent of the Industrial School. He came with an impressive teaching record, having served
in various country schools before being granted a scholarship to the Teachers’ Training College. He then gained
experience with one-year appointments at schools around Sydney before becoming chief schoolmaster on the
Sobraon after which he was posted as headmaster at Fort Street Training School and at Tumut.19 A comprehensive
curriculum vitae for a man who was only 34 when he was appointed to the Industrial School for Girls.
In the absence of anyone specifically trained for reformatory work, Thompson’s training and experience would have
made him the most suitable person available in the Department of Public Instruction. 20

Certainly ‘Beth’, a feature writer whose lengthy and effusive article on the Industrial School was syndicated to
numerous regional newspapers in November 1908, thought that Alec Thompson was the ‘right person in the right
place’. As far as effective management would allow, the environment of the Parramatta House of Correction was
‘made as nearly as possible to real home conditions’ and thereby taught the inmates ‘to recognise and appreciate
the true value of a clean and wholesome atmosphere’.21 The article emphasised that, in Mr. Thompson, the inmates
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had ‘a firm and unswerving friend – a man who is ever willing to listen, understand and make every allowance for
the failings of human nature’. Indeed, his methods ‘might be copied with advantage by many others, whose work
brings them within touch of social problems’. Anticipating that the ‘redeemed’ inmates would in time become
mothers, ‘Beth’ concluded her article with a flourish!
That their children will be of the right stamp – good citizens of Australia’s future – may be traced to the influence,
help and sympathy of all such men as is the superintendent of the Parramatta Industrial School and his co-workers.22

While it must be acknowledged that Alex Thompson had the advantage of being able to capitalise on the reforming
groundwork of his two predecessors (see Daily Telegraph article on pages 5-6), it is indicative of his administrative
ability that he was the first superintendent of the School during whose term of office no riot was recorded.
Experience had shown him that inducements, rather than brutality, encouraged good behaviour. Unlike the virtually
illiterate George Lucas, Alex Thompson produced lengthy, and somewhat self-promoting annual reports, using
them to expound his personal and professional philosophy. Thus, in the 1910 report, he described his standard
approach to a new inmate.
To the new girl on arrival it is carefully explained that she must not suppose that she is being punished for what she
has done. The State has placed her in my care because it is considered that the life she was leading is not only a
dangerous one, but one certain to result in her growing up a bad woman. As this is something no nation desires, it
is only natural that she should have been placed with me so that she can be trained aright … The hope is at once
held out to her of shortening her period of detention by good conduct; in any case it is impressed on her that any
application made for discharge is almost sure to fail if I cannot report will concerning her conduct here.23

In his annual report for 1911, the Superintendent emphasised the success of his new methods. Throughout the
Institute a number of changes had been made ‘in the direction of a kinder and more consideration treatment of the
girls’.
The severity of the discipline had been considerably relaxed; degrading forms of dress, such as white stockings;
degrading punishment, such as hair-cutting, were abolished; and the atmosphere of the place had in every way
been made to confirm more to that of a good-class educational establishment. A more liberal diet was allowed as
also a more liberal scale of amusements. The interior of our buildings was improved, and a higher standard of
comfort assured; and, perhaps most important of all, a better educated and more capable type of women appointed
to our staff … Bit by bit I have seen disappear all the objectionable features of former times until today … it can be
fearlessly claimed that the girls are as easily managed as any similar number of girls would be in a well-conducted
boarding school, and their public behaviour is of a high order.24

Why spend so much time reviewing the history and iterations of the Industrial School for Girls? The reason is that
there were lessons to be learnt from the nearly four decades of mainly mis-management, both by the authorities
and the School staff. Decades of experience that the future Matron Bubb might draw upon in shaping her own
approach to institutional management. Most significantly, for developing her own management style, for the whole
of her time at the Industrial School the Superintendent was Alex Thompson. The new regime at the Institution was
well bedded-down by the time Edith Bubb arrived to take up her position as Attendant. Within a short time she was
promoted from Fourth Attendant to Third Attendant effective from 10 February 1908.25 She had clearly made a good
impressions on her superiors because, the following year, on 25 August (coincidentally her birthday), her elevation
to the position of Matron was gazetted, to take effect from 5 September 1909.26
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GIRLS FROM THE GUTTER
*******

THE PARRAMATTA INDUSTRIAL SCHOOL
*******
VISIT OF THE MINISTER FOR EDUCATION

The other day there was recorded in these columns, under the heading of “A Glimpse of Low Life,”
the unfortunately not uncommon circumstances of several girls of very tender age being forcibly
removed from an immoral life on the streets. The case, owing to the prominence given it, attracted a
good deal of interest, and many people were shocked by the account of the conditions under which
these girls existed. No doubt those whose attention was drawn to this and similar cases wonder as to
the means adopted to reform these unfortunates – the methods whereby these human derelicts ar
subsequently made capable of steering a fair course on the sea of life. To those whose interest in not
limited by mere casual wonderment we would suggest a round of visits to the reforming institutions of
New South Wales, and more particularly, in this connection to the Girls’ Industrial School at Parramatta,
which is devoted to the reformation of girls whose ages range from a few years to 18.
This school some 12 months ago had attached to it a most unenviable notoriety, owing to the
viciousness of the inmates proving too much for the management, but the Minister for Public Instruction
(Mr. Curruthers) gave the institution his most earnest attention, and as a consequence decided upon a
number of changes. These already begin to bear good fruit, and after a visit paid to the asylum
yesterday – eight months after the inauguration of the new system – Mr. Carruthers expressed himself
as well satisfied with the improvement indicated on every hand. The Minister was accompanied by Mr.
Bridges, Superintendent of the Technical Branch of the Educational Department, and Mr. M. Hammond
(formerly M.P. for Canterbury). Upon entering the building the visitors were first shown into the
recreation-room. Here the well-conducted pupils assemble in the evenings and entertain themselves
either by reading (a small, well-selected library being provided) or by parlor games, such as draughts,
or by indulgence in music, both vocal and instrumental. One or two of the girls play the piano very well
and they are encouraged to improve themselves. This recreation-room is now one of the features of
the new system. Previously the girls had nothing but their own thought wherewith to entertain
themselves in the evenings, and it is not likely that they would derive much benefit thereby. Now it is
an inducement for a girl to be well-behaved, and by this inducement and the likelihood of improvement
is influenced in two ways. In the first place she improves sufficiently in her conduct to gain admittance
to the room, and in the second, being there, she has opened up to her a stock of good literature, which
should further tend to her moral elevation. Thus it will be seen that the recreation-room is both of direct
and indirect benefit. The room, it is said, has only been systematically used under the new
management, although fitted up previously.
Leaving this apartment the visitors passed into the open space round which the buildings are erected.
A covered way leads from the front portion of the institution to the back, and on both sides are flower
plots which the girls are encouraged to tend. Having reached the kitchen Instructress Storey was found
with a corps of buxom damsels engaged in the mysteries of cooking. The girls receive special lessons
from Mrs. Storey once a week, taking it is turns, and they prove very proficient. They were engaged at
the time of the visit in making soups (two kinds), pies, puddings, pastry of various descriptions and in
performing cooking duties generally. And they appeared to like it very much. This is part of the new
system, and it will be at once admitted that it is most valuable. Any woman who is a good cook can
command a satisfactory situation in this country, and, thanks to this tuition provided, the girls of the
Parramatta Industrial School are likely to be perfected as something more than good plain cooks.
The girls were well-mannered and cheerful. Their attire was noted to be neat and not all of the same
pattern. Formerly, the Minister remarked, they were hideously garbed in some blanket-like material,
and waist-belts, collars or a bit of ribbon were unknown to them. Indeed they were not allowed to indulge
in anything of the kind. They were treated almost as the ordinary occupants of gaols and no brightness
was allowed to enter into their existence. Need it be said that the change in this respect is beneficial
and that it encourages the growth of the desirable feeling of self-respect?
The arrangements in regard to the dormitories are not yet completed. Mr. Carruthers is determined
to have the strictest supervision of these apartments – a necessity for all such institutions – and he
personally suggests improvements. The beds ranged in rows are all covered with spotlessly white
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counterpanes and the apartments are wholesomely ventilated. Attendants sleep in rooms commanding
the dormitories. Part of the new system is to have separate rooms for the best-conducted of the elder
girls. This will be a further inducement to secure good behaviour, and the girls will certainly take great
pride in their rooms. The separate rooms, are, of course, also under proper supervision.
In the sewing-room a number of girls of all ages were seen engaged at work under the direction of
Miss Harris, the newly-appointed sewing-mistress, who is able to report fair progress and satisfactory
behaviour. In the laundry there was a very busy throng of girls engaged in ironing and mangling under
the direction of Miss Daley. At one time the girls simply did their own work and the work of the institution
generally; now they do the washing for the Hurlston Training College, and so well do they iron the dainty
garments of the young lady students that no complain whatever has been received, although complaints
were not infrequent when the work was entrusted to other hands. The work as turned out was such as
would do credit to any laundry, and the valued of this knowledge to the girls is almost, if not quite, as
valuable as that of cooking. It may be mentioned that the institution saves the Government £800 a year
by its labors on behalf of the Hurlston College. The visitors passed through the hospital, but found only
one patient there. This was a little girl who had sustained an injury to the knee and another little girls
who sat by her beside officiated as nurse. Two prettier or more interesting little children than these it
would be difficult to find anywhere, and yet to inquire into their history would be to inquire into the
extreme vice of the low quarters of Sydney.
Having inspected the large paddock available as a playground and watched the process of milking
the cows of the institution – some of the girls, by-the-way, are learning to milk, and the accomplishment
no doubt will prove useful to them when they go into the country – the school was visited. Here Miss
Macalpine and Miss Carroll have a great task in hand in striving to educate the waifs and strays of all
degrees of intelligence. That fair progress is made says a great deal for the zeal of the teachers, who
have many disadvantages to contend with. Looking round upon the faces of the scholars, many good
countenances and well-shaped heads are seen, but here and there hereditary vice is observed and
stamped upon the girlish features. School having been dismissed, the girls were seen at play, and they
certainly did not appear to be an unhappy gathering. It could hardly be realised that these were the girls
who a year ago were in open rebellion.
The visitors practically tested the efficiency of the girl cooks by partaking of a dinner which they had
prepared, and soups, joints, pastry and tea were all voted to be excellent. And the cooks were pleased
that they guests were pleased. After dinner the girls were drilled. They executed a number of evolutions
in a most capable manner, and subsequently sang several songs with good effect. Mr. Carruthers
addressed a few simple, kindly words to them in reference to the opportunities they had for preparing
for a brighter future, and then terminated his visit by expressing satisfaction to the superintendent and
matron (Mr. and Mrs. Spiers), Mrs. Chapman (sub-matron) and the other officials, at the indication of
progress under the new system.
Before concluding this article it is desirable to point out that girls who leave the institution now do so
with every prospect of a satisfactory life before them. While there their minds are brightened – not
deadened as of old – and they are equipped with the means of earning an honest living. Their present
training is such as to convert them into thoroughly good domestic, and they only need humane and
considerate treatment from their employers to become and continue women worthy of the name. That
all who pass through the institution will turn out good cannot be expected, but if the authorities only
saved one here and there they would be rendering a service for which no praise could be too high. The
material they have is the lowest to be procured from the pesthouses of this city, and their task is to
make the unfortunate girls exchange a life of sin for a life of virtue. Under present conditions they do
not merely impress upon them how black their past has been and how wicked they are. They show
them the way from darkness to light, picture a bright future attainable by all who earnestly strive, and
equip them with the means of preserving respectability and gaining a reputable livelihood. That is what
the Parramatta Girls’ Industrial School now does for the young girls from whom the police and others
check in their vicious course. What it rescues from the ranks of the street-walkers it converts into
respectable womanhood, and the best wishes of the community should be with it in the good work.
[The Daily Telegraph, 12 Feb 1891, p.5]
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Along with the elevated status, Edith’s salary doubled. As an Attendant she earned £72 plus an allowance of £20.
As Matron her salary was £120 plus an allowance of £30, to include quarters, rations, fuel and light. By 1912 this
had increased to £150 and an allowance of £40.27
The Miss Kaye whom Ruth replaced was known in Australia as Ruth Emilie Kaye. Born Constance Kent in 1844
and raised in a dysfunctional family at Rode, Wiltshire, she had gained notoriety in England by confessing to the
murder of her three-year old half-brother for which she served 20 years in English prisons. On her release she
changed her name and in 1886 emigrated to Australia. She spent time as a volunteer nurse in Victoria before
undertaking formal training at the Alfred Hospital, Sydney. She was then appointed as a sister-in-charge at the
Coast Hospital before leaving to take up the position of Matron of the Industrial School, Parramatta, in mid-1898.28
She served in that capacity for eleven years during which time she gained the respect and affection of both staff
and inmates, as remarked during a farewell presentation.
Last Monday members of the Industrial School staff presented Miss Kaye, the retiring matron, with an address and
a solid silver tea-pot, sugar basin and cream jug, as a token of their affection and esteem, wishing her all success
in her future career. The girls wrote to her the following appreciative letter: “Dear Matron – We, the girls of the
Industrial School, have learnt with much regret that you are about to take your departure from us. We all sincerely
hope that your successor will take the kindly interest in us which you have taken during your long stay here, and
that we may have the affection for her that we all bestow on you. Wishing you every success in your new life, we
desire to remain, on behalf of all the girls”.29

Her successor, Miss Bubb, was on notice!
No personal account has been found of Edith Bubb’s time as Matron but the following, relating to her predecessor,
might equally apply to Edith.
This posting filled her ambitions to earn a good salary and gain prestige in the community, and she would have
been pleased with its location in the growing suburb of Parramatta. The buildings and grounds of the school were
large and commodious, if somewhat forbidding for inmates. As Matron [she] was allocated spacious and comfortable
lodgings. She was … afforded the luxury of servants attending to her domestic and personal needs. Senior girls
were assigned to clean her rooms, and prepare and cook her food.
As Matron and second-in-charge of the Industrial School, [she] supervised the work of the kitchen, the laundry and
every aspect of the health and welfare of the girls. She was also given additional duties, reflecting her close
involvement in the daily regime of the girls. She was involved in organising and facilitating their evening activities,
consisting of ‘readings, recitations and vocal and instrumental music’. 30

Perhaps Alex Thompson was sorry to lose the services of Matron Kaye, who, at the age of 55, resigned of her own
accord. However, it has been suggested that her ‘old fashioned’ ideas were not compatible with his modern and
innovative ideas, and he in fact contrived her departure.31 In his 1909 Annual Report Alex Thompson was effusive
in his praise of her replacement, the younger Edith Bubb.32

The author of a later account of the activities of the Industrial School, headed up ‘Reclaiming the Girls’ and published
in April 1916, remarked that watching how well the staff and their pupils got on was ‘one of the happiest sights of
the school’ and the matron was singled out for particular praise.
The matron is looked to as a mother, and, like all mothers, she has her greatest reward in the affectionate
outpourings of her children.33
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By all accounts Alex Thompson valued the close working relationship that developed between himself and Matron
Bubb. For her part, Edith gained valuable experience in the care in the management of the girls, and in the day-today operation of a public institution. Their teamwork was evident when in 1916 they hosted a visit by a reporter
from the Globe. At first glance one could be forgiven for likening them to a couple of salespeople extolling the
amenities of a 5-star hotel.
Wedged between ‘Answers to Correspondents’ responding to various queries of a domestic nature, and an item
canvassing the abolition of the ‘Symbol of Servitude’ – the wedding ring, the feature page ‘In Family Council’ of the
Globe for the week ending 24 June 1916 recounted a visit to the Industrial School at Parramatta.
AN IDEAL
Girls Industrial School
WHICH MAKES A MODEL HOME

“We try to make the place as home-like as possible,” said Miss Bubb, the affable Matron of the Girls’ Industrial
School at Parramatta, after Mr. Thompson, the Superintendent, had escorted us into the beautiful inner courtyard
traversed by the broad, sheltered concrete path.
I looked at the clipped lawns, the beds of flowers, the walls covered with vines and blossoms, the blue-clad girls in
white aprons, the dormitories with dainty white beds fully equipped, the dining-room with green wainscoting and
green tablecloths making bright contrast with the crimson flowers adorning each small table, the spotless white
curtains on the generous supply of windows, and I visited the full larders the well-equipped wash houses and laundry
rooms, and I said to Miss Bubb:
“Is it not rather the home influence you are saving these girls from? Are their homes not, as a rule, poorly and
carelessly kept, and the girls neglected?”
“Yes, of course. They have really, most of them, never had a chance. But I don’t mean their actual homes, but the
ideal of home and what a home should be, and of motherhood.”
And there is the trouble! So many people have high ideals of what homes should be like, and so few homes are
really like that!
“The girls are just like other girls, and want their little pleasures, and we do all we can to take an interest in each girl
and give her every advantage possible. They are taught cooking, housework, laundry, sewing, dressmaking and
various kinds of fancy work, and they help in the garden and vegetable growing. We have room for 160, but not
quite that many ar here now. The better class girls ----“
“How classified? Wealth?”
“I don’t think so. The Children’s Court, as a matter of fact, does the classifying, and I believe it is based on whether
the girls have been intimate with men, or are merely wilful and disobedient. We have 30 of these girls here now,
and they are kept entirely separate from the others. The dining-room they have used to be the cells in which naughty
girls were locked up. They had no windows, and were ventilated by those little holes you can still see up near the
ceiling.”
TRAINED TO HOLD THEIR OWN

“The ages of the girls are from 12 to 18 years, and their sentences are for the most part indeterminate. When we
can trust them we get them positions and still keep in touch with them through our visiting officer. Some of our girls
are married and have nice, neat homes of their own, and some are working at as much as 27/- per week. We train
them to neatness, tidiness and self-control. They have a cold bath each morning, and a hot bath (including their
hair) each Saturday, and are supplied with warm underwear, a work dress, a day dress and church dresses. Each
girl has her things marked distinctively so that there is no exchange of clothing, even for the beds.”
We stayed for lunch, and heard the fresh young voices ring out in the thanksgiving before meat, and heartily enjoyed
the very good dinner prepared by the girls.
“These girls are like athletes expected to win a long race without training when we get them,” said Mr. Thompson,
later. “They have been pitted against the world without the necessary stamina to hold their own in the fight. We try
to give them the drilling necessary to put their physical, mental and moral muscles into condition. To make them
able to face the world with some knowledge of what is expected of them and what they may expect. We are not
here to punish faults, but to try to eradicate them.”
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The girls look clean, healthy and happy, and, while not overworked in the slightest degree (having a total of about
three hours between seven and five for “recreation”), are kept beneficially busy.
“Mental development? No. The average is not normal according to our educational standards. We get girls who
cannot read or write. No. Not country girls only, but city girls also. And the majority (aged 12 to 18, remember) grade
into the second or third standard.”
There can be little doubt if these girls had been surrounded by their present environment from babyhood their life
histories would have read totally different, and their value to the State as citizens and mothers would have been far
greater. The root of this evil, and many others lies largely in the poverty of the homes, and the resultant paucity of
cleanliness, comfort and enjoyment.34

At the time this item appeared in The Globe the ‘affable Matron” was anticipating a career move. A small item in
The Sun notified its readers that ‘Miss E.R. Bubb, who has been matron of the Industrial School for Girls,
Parramatta, will shortly take up a similar position at the Redruth Reformatory for Girls, South Australia’.35

Gaol/Reformatory Sign
(Photograph, Mike Fretwell, Jan 2015)

The Redruth Reformatory commenced operations in January 1898, located in the re-purposed disused Redruth
Gaol which had closed in 1894. In preparation for receiving its first intake of girls and administrative staff, some
renovations and additions had been undertaken, but no amount of refurbishment, functional and/or cosmetic, could
disguise the fact that it was a dark, dingy and forbidding prison, surrounded by a high wall, decorated on top with
broken glass, and entered through a large heavy wooden door. The first matron was Mary Elizabeth Holden who,
with the first girls, had transferred from the Edwardstown Reformatory, and who served with what was formally
named the Redruth Reformatory for Protestant Girls until her retirement at age 70 in 1909.36 She was replaced by
the younger Elizabeth Price, who came, together with the remaining eleven girls, from the Catholic Reformatory for
Girls at Kapunda which closed in November 1909. From this time the establishment was known as The Reformatory
for Girls at Redruth. Elizabeth Price retired at the end of June 1916. During its forty years as the Old Redruth Gaol
escapes were rare – no more than half a dozen. However, during the terms of Matrons Holden and Price, and
particularly over the first twelve years of operation, the girls ‘began escaping almost immediately and with great
regularity’.37

Redruth Gaol
(Photograph, Mike Fretwell, Jan 2015)
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From mid-April to mid-May 1916 issues of the major newspapers in Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide carried an
advertisement inviting suitable applicants to apply for the position of matron of the Girls Reformatory at Redruth,
South Australia. It would have been the notice that appeared in The Daily Telegraph that would no doubt have
caught the eye and piqued the interest of Miss Edith Bubb.38

The salary on offer was in fact less than Edith was earning at Parramatta, but perhaps in deciding to apply Edith
balanced the reduction in pay (and the expense of relocating to Adelaide) against the opportunity take on a
leadership role. But a more compelling reason was explained to the Secretary of the State Children’s Council in her
application.
When applying for this position I told you my reason for giving up a better position, for a lesser one, and a higher
salary for a lower one, was the need I felt for less work and worry …39

In calling for a ‘Lady’, the Children’s Council was not merely stipulating the gender of the prospective applicants,
but was also looking for a ‘ladylike’ woman – a prerequisite that Edith by upbringing and nature was able to meet.
It was also clear that by stating that ‘This is a Protestant Institution’, only those of that persuasion need apply –
again, not a problem for Edith Bubb.
The Sun newspaper on 13 June advised its readers that Miss E.R.
Bubb, who had been matron of the Parramatta Industrial School for
Girls, would shortly take up a similar position at the Redruth
Reformatory for Girls.40
Two weeks later an item appeared in the Burra Record explaining the
recruitment process and justifying the decision of the State Children’s
Council not to select a South Australian for the position of matron.41
One point concerning the recruitment process not raised in the item
was the rather injudicious but perhaps aspirational assertion that the
Reformatory was ‘Protestant’. We have noted that the Reformatory
had in fact been admitting Catholic girls since 1909 when the
Kapunda Reformatory closed and Miss Price and a group of girls were
transferred to Redruth. The Catholic newspaper Southern Cross was
quick to bring the provocative wording to the attention of the State
Council of the Catholic Federation, which immediately took the matter
up with the Children’s Council, by which, as reported by the Southern
Cross, the matter was resolved.
This resulted, after one evasive letter, in the following satisfactory
reply, dated 8 August, being received from the secretary of the latter
body [Children’s Council].“I have been instructed to say that the
council regrets the error which occurred in connection with the
advertisement referred by you, and has given instructions that in
future no such error should be permitted”.42

In what may be regarded as a compromise, the following notice
appeared in The Journal in late July seeking an assistant matron
(Protestant) and an attendant (Catholic).43
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As she took up her appointment, did Matron Bubb anticipate that, as had apparently been the case at Parramatta,
she would soon come be regarded as a surrogate mother rejoicing in the ‘affectionate outpourings’ of a new set of
girls? Or had her nearly ten years’ experience at Parramatta shown her that such ‘rewards’ could only be attained
in time and not until she had firmly established her ‘credentials’ not only with those who had appointed her, and the
Burra community of which she was now a member, but above all and crucially, with the girls for whom she was now
responsible.
On arrival at Redruth and drawing on her experience at Parramatta, Edith Bubb set about improving conditions for
the girls. The first change she made was to replace the faded blue, drab overalls and brown skirts with new and
becoming dresses. Incentives and treats, many paid for by Matron Bubb, were held out to encourage good conduct.
The well-behaved might be allowed out for an occasional shopping trip or to watch a film at the local cinema. As a
special treat they might enjoy a picnic outing, which took some organising, as indicated in the following letter of the
Burra Record.44

A significant event at the Reformatory was the official opening of the tennis court, to which Miss Bubb had invited
a number of ladies and gentlemen of the town and also the Cheer-up Ladies Band who provided the entertainment.
Complete arrangements had been made by Miss Bubb and the staff for the pleasure and comfort of their guests
and everyone thoroughly enjoyed the outing.

According to Mr. Bloyd, one of the dignitaries, Miss Bubb believed in healthy recreation and he was sure that the
girls would appreciate her work to which Miss Bubb said that, while they behaved themselves, she hoped they
would spend their recreation hours on the court. But if the idea for a tennis court was her’s the actual work was not.
As also reported, and ‘another instance in these times, of what woman can accomplish’ , the entire work of clearing
and levelling and transforming the rough paddock into a tennis court, together with constructing the seats around
the court, had been carried out by the girls and the staff in their leisure moments.45 However, if tennis was not to
their liking, some of the deserving girls may have preferred to play croquet. In February 1918 Matron Bubb placed
a notice in The Mail.46
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Subsequently Miss Bubb publicly acknowledged the ‘thoughtful and generous’ gift of a croquet set, declaring that
‘Between tennis and croquet my girls should spend many happy hours’.47
Some limited interaction between the Redruth girls and the Burra community had been initiated during the term of
Matron Price and Miss Bubb enthusiastically continued the practice - Concerts, socials, bazaars, and so on, were
treats for girls who behaved themselves.48 Some of the girls not only accompanied the Matron to the Burra Shows
but also successfully exhibited, for instance in 1919 being awarded second prize for a selection of vegetables and
first prize in the Ladies’ Fancy or Lap-dog class. For the 1921 Show the Hampton girls entered three exhibits in the
Vase of Basket of Flowers class.49 Perhaps surprisingly, the staff and girls from the ‘Hampton Court School’ were
in the audience for a gymnastic demonstration put on by the Burra Young Men’s Club, reported as a ‘little act of
courtesy’ that was greatly appreciated by the girls and staff.50
Hampton Court girls also contributed to the war effort. Items they had knitted or sewn were regularly donated to the
Soldiers’ Aid Society (of which Edith Bubb was a member) and, as noted in the local paper, the ‘staff and pupils of
Hampton Court’ were present at a 1918 public welcome for returning Anzacs.51 Indeed, as later recalled by the
Burra correspondent of The Register –
… it was no uncommon sight especially during the war, when many special patriotic days were held in the Burra, to
see a big squad of these girls, in charge of the officers, interested spectators. Girls who had good marks in their
favour were present during the whole proceedings and had their meals with the public. They were paid for entry by
Miss Bubb out of her own pocket.52

The Burra community took an interest in the Redruth Reformatory and was happy to assist where it could. In
January 1919, through the columns of the Burra Record, Matron Bubb, on behalf of ‘my girls’, conveyed sincere
thanks to the kind ladies and gentlemen who had contributed cakes, drinks, fruit, nuts and various other food stuffs
towards the 1918 Hampton Court Christmas cheer.
We, as staff, realise what a help outside interest in our girls means to us in our efforts to do a good work here, and
are grateful for the interest taken.53

On another occasion, and no doubt reflecting Matron Bubb’s interest in her charges’ literary development, she
again put on the public record her appreciation for a kind gift ‘to my girls’, of ‘five beautiful new books to add to our
library – now comprised of over 100 books’ – and, from the Burra Institute, a donation of old magazines.54 As noted
in an editorial of the Burra Record, musical appreciation was also regarded as essential to the girls’ refinement.
One of the chief features of Miss Bubb’s training is good music. A piano was given to the institution in Mrs. Holden’s
time, by her personal friends, and is used every day. Once a week, on the girls’ recreation night, a concert is held
and entered heartily into by the girls. A fortnight ago two were held, one being a “welcome home” concert to Matron,
who has just returned from her annual holiday. Apart from this, local friends have on many occasions given the girls
a musical evening, and have always remarked on the great appreciation shown by them. In fact, in one instance
the girls gave the visitors a return concert and if “music is so little part of their lives,” folks locally who attended are
anxious to know from “Lady Kitty” who gave these “much-to-be-pitied” girls such efficient training.55

Of significance, and in accordance with Matron Bubb’s predilection, when referring to her charges she called them
‘my girls’. One commentator noted that Miss Bubb would not allow these girls to be called reformatory girls; they
were known in Burra as “the girls from Hampton Court”, and were never looked down upon or “cut” when out with

- 12-

Persons of Interest

Edith Bubb

the staff.56 Elsewhere, as noted earlier, they were also referred to as “pupils of Hampton Court” and “girls of
Hampton Court School”.
There was little Matron Bubb could do to disguise the fact that she, her staff and the girls were living and working
in a dismal prison environment but she certainly made an effort to gentrify what had become known as Hampton
Court, very much in line with the refinements she had introduced at Parramatta. In November 1916 she had written
to the Council’s Secretary requesting white curtains, green table cloths, walnut stain and varnish and coir matting
for the dining room.57 One of the incentives offered to deserving girls was permission to hang curtains at their cell
windows. One ex-inmate was later to recall the difference Miss Bubb’s homely touches had made.
When I was first committed to the Reformatory there was not a picture or curtain in a room. The tea was made in a
bucket and ladled out. But after Miss Bubb took up her duties she got teapots, sugar basins, butter and jam dishes,
breadboards, and even bought pot plants out of her own pocket for the table. I can honestly say when Miss Bubb
first went there the place was like a stable, but when I left it was a home.58

Upkeep of the building and facilities was an ongoing issue, frustrating and time consuming both in having to refer
every request to the Council’s board and then having the remedial work carried out. In October 1917, the State
Clerk of Works sent a memo to the Superintendent of Public Buildings regarding the replacement of the 36
mattresses which were ‘reduced rather thinly’ as a cost of £27. He noted, however, that Matron Bubb was willing
to get the girls to make up the mattresses as long as the ticking and flocking was provided, thus reducing the cost
by £10.

The inmates were also assigned to home-decorating-paining duties!59

In December of the following year Matron Bubb wrote to the Board Secretary asking that urgent attention to be
given to providing a new pump and a cover for the well. In September 1919, aware that in troubled times money
was scarce, nevertheless forwarded a list of repairs that needed urgent attention. These included new taps for the
garden; replacement window panes for the dormitories – ‘broken some time ago and until the rain came could be
borne with’; iron gratings to cover the water escapes in the walls – ‘which the girls are gradually enlarging and I
fear may succeed in making large enough to abscond through; replacement of one of the kitchen stoves which was
smoking so much that it had not been used for months and was sadly missed. She also reminded the Secretary
that she had already reported the need for a new mangle and, in October 1920, again requested that the oven,
which she had been informed ‘was on its way’ had still not arrived. With Christmas cooking about to begin Matron
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Bubb was becoming impatient and she ‘would appreciate the prompt delivery of same’. In her memo to The
Architect in Chief [new title for Superintendent of Works] of 24 November 1920 it was repairs to the verandas that
needed attention. She asked if she could engage a local contractor to do the work, adding that, ‘with the shortage
of Officers (through resignations) and extra Xmas sewing and cooking we would be too busy to undertake the work
which, if we did do it, would need full instructions sent of how to set about it’. Five days later she advised the
Architect in Chief that she now had a copy of the “Specifications” for the repairs and would watch proceedings ‘to
take lessons thereby’.60 Clearly she tried to keep the authorities up to the mark and, where necessary, was prepared
to volunteer her own (or more likely her girls’) time and efforts in expediting some of the maintenance work.
There can be no question that Matron Bubb would have been heartened by the ‘good press’ she and ‘her girls’
received through the local paper, indeed she probably regarded it as nothing less than her due. It was apparent
that she was held in high regard among her Burra peers and that the community generally took some vicarious
pride in what was presented and perceived as being a well-ordered Reformatory. Visitors and guests of Hampton
Court were impressed by the well-trimmed hedge leading to large entry door, the pot plants and climbing roses
decorating the entrance, and the trees and lawns and vegetable gardens planted and tended by the girls. Equally
they admired the cleanliness of the interior, and the neat appearance and demeanour of those girls specially chosen
to meet the visitors, before enjoying the afternoon tea treats that had been prepared by the girls.61
Edith Bubb had been in charge of the Reformatory for nearly four years when in January 1920 one of the local
ladies, reflecting the general view of the Burra community, was full of admiration for what Miss Bubb had been able
to achieve.
The Reformatory is very fortunate in having at its head such a capable lady as Miss Bubb, who is well supported
by a noble staff. One has only to look at the grounds and building as a whole to see the transformation made;
everything wearing the aspect of a home, which the untiring efforts for the moral and intellectual improvement is
beyond praise. In their new and becoming dress the girls have a pleasing appearance, which, in itself, must have a
reflexive influence.62

Six months later the State Children’s Council called for Matron Bubb’s resignation.
Regardless of the perceptions of Hampton Court, fostered by the rosy accounts of its activities, which in another
context might be taken for descriptions of a respectable private girls’ school, the institution could never be anything
but a reformatory. And whatever persona Miss Bubb adopted for her ‘public’ audience, she could not and did not
forget her challenging role as the matron in charge of difficult wayward girls. If, as indicated in her application, she
hoped for an easier time at Redruth, her expectations were very quickly dashed.63 In her letter of 1 December 1916
to the Board Secretary she voiced her doubts about the wisdom of having accepted the position.
... I have decided that the work and worry of this place is greater than of the larger school … and unless the girls
become very much better during the next two months I could not stay a twelve months in this place. These naughty
girls (I do not speak of the good girls who form half the school) are too dreadful and shockingly ungrateful – kindness
(as I’ve proved by trying it), is wasted on them … What they need here is a strong gaol wardress who would thrash
them (it is the only thing they fear) into obedience and feel no pain or sorrow for so doing. 64

However, in early 1916, and consistent with contemporary theory on the management of female institutions, the
State Children’s Council introduced regulations that reflected a more benign methodology for disciplining intractable
girls.65 From then on the matron and staff were required to adopt alternative measures of a ‘gentler’ kind to persuade
their charges to reform their errant behaviour. Such management tools might include confinement in a cell, a bread
and water diet, extra work, and temporary loss of privileges. Most significantly, the regulations prohibited recourse
to any form of corporal punishment. Furthermore, if and when the matron found herself unable to resolve disciplinary
matters within the permissible methods, she was to refer the matter to the Council.
Shortly after her arrival, and knowingly contravening the regulations, Matron Bubb found herself compelled to resort
to physical means to bring a few of the girls into line. She reported that she had given one Lena Barrett a few sharp
slaps on the cheek for gross impertinence – which had ‘brought her to her senses’. It was the whip that Matron
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Bubb took to Ethel Reid, before moving on to threaten Ruby Blain with it. She justified her harsh actions by declaring
‘these girls are hardened criminals, not young girls!’66
No person shall administer corporal punishment to any
girls in any institution under the control of the Council.
Any girl guilty of violent conduct may, with the approval
of the matron, be confined to a cell. No girl shall be
confined to a cell for a longer period than 24 hours for
one offence, and any girl so confined to a cell shall be
allowed out of such a cell for at least 2 hours in such
period of 24 hours.
Handcuffs shall not be placed on any girl except when
necessary for the safety of officers or inmates of the
institution, but in no case shall handcuffs be placed on a
girl behind her back. When a girl is locked in a cell
handcuffs must be removed as soon as it is safe to do
so.
No girl shall be dressed in a sack or any other similar
costume, and no girl shall be stripped or deprived of any
necessary clothes.
The following punishments may, in the discretion of the
officer in charge of any institution, be awarded to any girl
in such institution guilty of any offence, namely:
Any girl may
(a) be placed on a diet of bread and water, but in no case
shall a girl be deprived of the ordinary midday meal:
(b) be given extra work to do in addition to her ordinary
daily work:
(c) be deprived of any usual outings afforded to girls in
any such institutions.
When the case arises which the officer in charge of any
institution cannot deal with under any of the existing
regulations, he will at once submit such cases to the
Secretary of the Council.

Needless to say, the Council was most alarmed to receive
the punishment reports from Matron Bubb. By a letter dated
20 November 1916 the Secretary rebuked her sternly, with
particular reference to her use of the whip, which was not to
be used under any circumstances. Two days later Matron
Bubb replied, expressing her regrets, noting that Ethel Reid
was now ‘lamb-like’, and restating her case.
It was only with the knowledge that there was nothing else
to do … the ‘biggest and strongest girl in the school was
smashing government property wilfully and defied each &
all of us & said no one would conquer her … my staff are
physically not fitted for a hand to hand tussle with these
girls.

She added that at the Parramatta Industrial School she had
always been allowed to use her own judgement, and the girls
there were much more biddable and easier to manage.67

The impracticality of referring difficult situations to the
Council in Adelaide was made absolutely clear in June 1919
when three of the regular trouble-makers – Ursula Cruse,
Violet Benson and Ada Newchurch - decided to climb onto
the reformatory roof where they proceeded to give a
performance – singing, dancing, swearing, stripping down to
their bloomers and flannels and exposing themselves to
passers-by, and vandalising government property. Rather
than refer the matter to the Council, and again against the
regulations, Matron Bubb summoned the local police who
forced the girls down and handcuffed them. Once down, the
trio’s punishment included isolation in the cells, handcuffs, and a diet of bread and water for two meals a day. Again
Matron Bubb justified her actions to the Council and added that ‘these girls fear nothing but the slipper or the cane’
and scoff at being dosed with castor oil – ‘Castor oil was effectual because it cooled their tempers down as did the
slipper …’.68
Inevitably, with continued reports of the use of corporal punishment at the Redruth Reformatory, the Council had
no option but to take action. Matron Bubb was summoned to Adelaide appear before the Board where she was
asked to submit her resignation. She refused to do so. The result of subsequent deliberations was that Matron
Bubb could hold on to her position so long as she did not disregard the instructions of the Council. The decision
was queried in the House of Assembly by the Hon Mr. Gunn who received the following reply from the Premier.
The matter had been fully enquired into by the State Children’s Council, which had decided not to call upon the
matron to resign. It was decided, however, that she be reprimanded and allowed to retain her position. No further
action was necessary.69

There was a campaign, conducted mainly through the press, demanding a public enquiry be held, and claiming
that the public had a right to transparency as to how and why the Council had arrived at its decision, but the furore
died down after a while.70 A much relieved, but seemingly unbowed Matron Bubb, also invoked the power of the
press, to explain and justify her position to the people of Burra.
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THE REFORMATORY
To the Editor

DEAR SIR – A clear conscience and many kind friends are worth having. It has been a revelation to me the number
of folk that have offered me both sympathy and assistance – “The Clergy”, to whom my thanks are due for their kind
letter in last week’s “Record”, “My Staff”, “My Girls”, “The Councillors of Burra”, “The Police”, “The Public.” In
thanking them all I can assure my defenders that though, owing to the nature of the offences, I have had at times,
to be severe to my girls, never at any time have I done them bodily injury, nor in any way helped them to be worse
by the discipline administered. The improved appearance of both girls and home have been frequently remarked
on to me by Burra and other folk. The number of letters I have received from past inmates show they realise I had
their welfare at heart. I would more gladly give a pleasure than a punishment and always have I felt to reform one
must refine, and worked steadily to that end. It did hurt that after all the sacrifices of time, money and personal
pleasure, I should be requested to resign even admitting I did disobey, for the good of the girls themselves, an order
given. Nelson disobeyed an order and won a victory. Even so, by my discipline here have I won victories which
have benefitted the girls’ happiness. All is well that ends well, and the request for my resignation has been
withdrawn. Again, thanking all for their firm support. I beg to sign myself,
Faithfully yours,
EDITH R. BUBB71

Following her reprieve in June 1920, Miss Bubb was subjected to ongoing scrutiny by the State Children’s Council
and also by those who had called for a public enquiry into disciplinary management at the Reformatory. On 6
January 1921 the position of the Council was reaffirmed when the Executive Council, by virtue of the State
Children’s Act 1895, repealed the regulations with regard to the punishment of State children, so far as they related
to girls, and promulgated in the Government Gazette a ‘new’ set of regulations.72 For those not inclined to read the
Gazette, they could have relied on The Register which, in February, also published the ‘latest’ regulations. They
would have found that they were the same as those set out in 1916.73
Over the seven months or so from June 1920 the officers at the Redruth Police Station were aware of continued
episodes of misconduct and, on occasion, had been called upon to assist in quelling events leading up to what one
officer referred to as a ‘seething rebellion.’74 Over this period the Burra Record was either unaware of any trouble
at the Reformatory, or chose not to publish anything negative about the establishment. However, in the 9 February
1921 issue, under the heading ‘Revolution at the Reformatory’ and alluding to rumours that some of the girls at the
Reformatory had been in a state of revolt, the Record reported that it had sent a correspondent to investigate. He
had met with Miss Bubb and Mr Houlgrave, Secretary of the State Children’s Department, in the Matron’s Office,
who, as government officials, had declined to give him any information. But it was evident, even from what he had
seen in just entering the Reformatory, that ‘something untoward had occurred’ on 4 February.
… on the outside big iron ventilators, instead of being on the roof, were lying on the lawn, blocks of stone the size
of a man’s head were lying about the floor and in the fire-places splintered glass was lying about everywhere, and,
altogether, the usually well-ordered establishment looked as though a Zeppelin bomb had burst in close proximity.

If the authorities were not prepared to divulge any information, the resourceful reporter was able to piece together
‘the worst few hours in the history of the reformatory’ from other sources.
It appears that just after prayers on Friday morning some eight girls clambered to the roof where they made the
morning hideous by their language and yells. “It was like a corner of hell,” said a witness of the scene. “Eight girls
dancing round the roof like demons, their hair flying in the wind, one of them wildly combing her hair, others pulling
down the parapet and piling up stones in readiness for the arrival of the ‘----’ police, and occasionally varying the
sensation by dropping a boulder down the chimney of the office or of Miss Bubb’s private sitting room. It was
pandemonium let loose. Besides this two of them, confined in adjacent cells, by some means worked their way
through a 20-inch stone wall … [after which] they attempted to break open the cell doors by throwing great blocks
of stone at them, splintering and smashing the strong, heavy wood of which they are constructed. A girl in another
cell, lined with fluted iron, tore off a facing board and twisted several sheets of iron partly off the wall …Those on
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the roof also amused themselves by shying rocks through the windows (breaking about fifty of the in the course of
an hour) and also down flights of stairs, to the imminent danger of the teachers and other girls.75

Adding to the chaos were broken doors and window sashes, broken beds and torn bedding. According to the
Architect-in-Chief, it would cost approximately £110 to repair the damage.76
It is not difficult to imagine Edith Bubb’s horror and disappointment of what had occurred and of the desecration of
the establishment she had laboured so hard to maintain. In the light of what she considered her best intentions and
after all she had done for ‘her girls’, the ‘riot’ must have struck her as a personal affront.
Equally, the events of February, when taken together with previous unfortunate events, and continued allegations
of ill-treatment, especially the use of the slipper, were of serious concern for the authorities responsible for the
Reformatory and its inmates – a concern which brought into greater and more immediate focus the need for some
fundamental changes. But, as had been the case in June 1920, the State authorities were not prepared to
immediately share with the public what direction these changes might take, nor the rationale for them. This
information vacuum was filled by another barrage of letters to the press and questions in Parliament, demanding a
public enquiry by which Matron Bubb, and her management style, might justifiably be censured or exonerated.77 It
was not until July 1921 that there was a hint as to the future of the Reformatory.
The Premier stated, in the House of Assembly on Thursday, in reply to Mr. Birrell, that the question of closing the
Redruth Reformatory, where there were only 13 inmates, and handing the inmates over to religious bodies was
under consideration.78

The Premier’s statement was perhaps too indefinite to be used as a basis for reliable conclusions. But, ‘just as the
straw shows the way the wind blows’, it signified that the doors of the old country gaol would shortly close. On the
other hand, Mr. Birrell, himself a member of the State Children’s Council, had unequivocally stated his case.79

The suggestion that the Redruth Reformatory may be shut down, and more particularly the reference to ‘The
Redruth Blot’, drew an immediate and strident response from some of the notables of the Burra community who
thought that the State Children’s Council was pressing too hard for the Reformatory’s closure. As for Mr. Birrell, his
description not only misrepresented the Reformatory, he had not even visited the establishment during the period
of Matron Bubb’s tenure.
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Further, in the same article, some ‘representative citizens’ pointed out to the reporter from The Mail that during the
past month or so at least £200 had been spent on renovation (more likely restoration), of the building, and that it
would make more economic sense to keep the establishment open rather than close it down.80
While the arguments for and against the retention of the Redruth Reformatory were waged and the authorities
seemingly prevaricated, life at Hampton Court continued, minus at least two of the riotous ring-leaders, the Misses
Ursula Cruse and Ethel Gregory, who had been tried and sentenced to two months in Adelaide Gaol.81
In April 1821 the ‘Wanted’ columns in the Adelaide press advertised vacancies for two women attendants to train
girls in domestic work at the Reformatory. Also in April Miss Bubb received His Excellency, Governor Weigall, who
visited the Reformatory was shown the result of the recent riots (for which, as noted by the reporter, no repairs had
yet been made). In July a Miss Lily Butler paid a visit to Burra. At a civic reception three girls from Hampton Court
presented her with a bouquet of flowers, grown and arranged at the Court. During her stay Miss Butler was shown
over Hampton Court by Matron Bubb and expressed her great delight ‘at the many evidences she saw whereby
the best characteristics of the inmates could be reached. The annual Christmas Party went ahead, prompting Miss
Bubb to publicly acknowledge the kindness of the ladies and gentlemen whose had donated gifts and donations for
the event. Another regular event was held in March 1922 when the resident Methodist Minister Rev Ingamells
organised an evening of competitions, games and music for the girls of Hampton Court. 82 According to the Burra
Record, it was the girls of Hampton Court who requested that a send-off be arranged for the departing Rev. and
Mrs. Haslem. Matron Bubb agreed and a goodly crowd of ladies and gentlemen ‘assembled at the Court’ as guests,
where a ‘most delightful time was spent’.
The evening took the form of a concert and the various items contributed by the girls were particularly well rendered
especially two of the choruses, “Moon Fairies,” and “Cupid’s Garden”, both of which had to be repeated.
Elocutionary items were also given and in fact every number presented received well-merited applause. Their happy
faces, combined with their exceedingly neat and uniform personal appearance, was an added charm to the
entertainment and reflected the greatest credit on those responsible for their training. 83

(It is tempting to speculate whether Miss Bubb, in an act of self-promotion, authored this and perhaps other reports
of similar ilk).
When the girls of Hampton Court were treated to an afternoon’s entertainment at the Rectory in May 1922 – games,
music etc and a dainty tea - they were under the charge of Miss Gillick as Matron Bubb was away on annual leave.84
She may have been visiting her widowed sister Emily Eliza Ross and other members of her family in Maryborough.
In any case, it was apparently while Edith was holidaying in Queensland that she heard from a stranger that the
decision had been made to close the Redruth Reformatory.85
Quoting its Burra correspondent, The Register of 7 July expressed surprise at any intended closure as ‘to date not
even the matron, Miss Bubb, it is understood, has received any official notice’. Further It seems as if an injustice has been done to those in charge by a reference in the press to the insubordination of
the girls, as nothing of a serious nature has happened since February 1921. Miss Bubb and the staff are greatly
respected locally, and sympathy is freely expressed for them for the manner in which they are being treated. 86

According to a report in the Observer of 22 July, Matron Bubb had by then been given formal advice that the Redruth
Reformatory for Girls was to cease operations. The commentary from the Burra correspondent can be likened to a
last-gasp rear guard action.
REDRUTH GIRLS' REFORMATORY.
The Girls’ Reformatory at Redruth is to be closed (writes our Burra correspondent). Last week the matron received
official news of this decision. While the residents of Burra do not question the right of the Government to do this, it
is felt that more courtesy should have been shown the matron. The Salvation Army, which will take over the work
at Enfield, receives all the power which the matron and staff needed for the efficient working of the institution. The
reformatory is to be closed, but what about the State Children's Council? Is it capable of doing its appointed work?
Last week the President of the council made a statement, which appeared in the press, concerning the Redruth
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Reformatory. He spoke of the difficulties in appointing staff and matron, and said that frequently a matron had to be
appointed without previous experience. Of course this cannot refer to the present matron. Before the trouble Mr.
Hutley wrote concerning the Redruth Reformatory, “That he was exceedingly pleased with the work in the
institution”, and of the ideals of the matron. Since the trouble last year he stated to Burra people that the matron
was “an excellent woman.” Apparently Mr. Hutley, like most of the Burra people, thinks highly of Miss Bubb; yet he
compares the Redruth Reformatory with the Parramatta Industrial School. Does he know that some of the modern
methods introduced there owe their being to Miss Bubb, who, while matron of that institution, was not hampered by
such a council? Is he aware that when she left to come to Redruth a paragraph appeared in the newspapers stating
that “greater than any applause was the silent weeping of the girls?” Then again, Mr. Hutley speaks of the
Camberwell Park in Victoria, which is no way a reformatory, but simply a training school for girls. Both the girls and
the controlling body would object strongly to this slur. Does Mr. Hutley know that The Salvation Army Reformatory
at Riddell Creek, Victoria, of which he speaks, has been closed? Lastly, Mr. Hutley mentioned the trouble frequently
experienced in the appointment of matrons at Redruth. There have been three matrons in a little over 20 years!87

Over the previous eighteen months or so the number of Reformatory inmates had been systematically reduced and
had dwindled to about ten by its closure. This small group, escorted by two women police officers and three
constables, boarded the train which left Burra station on the afternoon of Friday 4 August bound for Adelaide and
their new home at the Barton Vale Salvation Army home at Enfield. Matron Bubb was at the station to see them
off.88 The final step in the closure was the official notification in the Government Gazette of 14 September 1922.89

While a position elsewhere within the Department was found for Miss Tyrie, who had worked at Redruth for 30
years, no such option was offered to Matron Bubb. She may have found some consolation in the fact that she was
not sacked, but made redundant, and that she was granted leave of absence and her salary continued until the end
of 1922.90 The Public Service Association of South Australia had taken up her cause. At its meeting of 11 September
1922 the Secretary, Mr. L.F. Hankin, reported on a letter received from the Under-secretary, in response to one
from the Association, advising that Miss Bubb, late matron of the Redruth Reformatory, was not dismissed; rather,
the position had been abolished. The Association then resolved to have the matter raised in Parliament, but
seemingly with no particular effect.91
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While the 1921 ‘Riot’ may have accelerated its demise, there were a number of factors working against the ongoing
operation of the Redruth Reformatory for Girls. These included its remoteness from Adelaide (at one time mooted
as an advantage), its forbidding prison-like environment, the layout which nullified the opportunity to keep the worst
offenders separate from the other inmates, and tellingly, the comment made in February 1921 by the Chief
Secretary, in anticipation of the closure of the establishment and the transfer of the Hampton Court girls to the
Salvation Army run Barton Vale home at Enfield.92
“It will really be a home for the girls,” he said, “and not a prison. This is the step I have had in view ever since the
first time I saw the reformatory at Redruth”.

There was a strongly held view that the Council had closed down the Reformatory because, in direct and constant
flouting of the rules, the Matron had not been able to control the inmates without resorting to corporal punishment.
It is interesting to note, therefore, that during the negotiations between the State Children’s Council and the
Salvation Army, the Council provided a copy of its corporal punishment regulations to the Salvation Army, with the
directive that these were the rules by which the Salvationists were to abide. However, the Salvationists insisted on
reserving the right to administer corporal punishment when deemed necessary, a point on which the Council
appears to have yielded. Stelmach suggests that this indicates that the Council was … more anxious to relieve themselves of the management of the controversial Reformatory than to provide better
accommodation for the care of ‘delinquent’ girls as promised in their annual reports of 1921 and 1922.93

That Matron Bubb was guilty of dispensing corporal punishment is not disputed. But, because she was never
subjected to a public inquiry, the degree to which such punishment was administered and the forms it took were
never really tested.
Countering those who supported the Council’s stance were others who held that Matron Bubb was placed at a
severe disadvantage by being denied the discretionary use of corporal punishment. James Gray, erstwhile
Secretary of the State Children’s Council, was one such person.
With reference to the outbreak of violence at the Redruth Girls Reformatory. When the present matron went there,
she started her work with the idea that love and kindness would win the girls to good conduct, and she did all in her
power to conciliate and help. She soon found that, unless she were to be considered weak and helpless, she must
have the power and will to punish insubordination. This power has been gradually taken from her by the council.94

Another commentator called for common sense on the question on corporal punishment, disclaiming the idea that
‘what may be advisable and fitting for a bad boy would be unsuitable and harmful for a naughty girl.’ The Council,
he contended, was not as capable of judging what is necessary to the proper conduct of a reformatory as the
resident supervisor, who occupied an exceedingly trying position and to whom a duty is owed. He concluded In the circumstances, it is surely inadvisable to proclaim that such incorrigibles as are included among the girls in
the Redruth institution must on no account be ‘whipped’ for wilful transgressions. Such punishment, imposed in
good time, is certainly more appropriate, merciful, and effective, than the methods of correction which the Council
have approved. Non-moral or mentally defective girls require special treatment, of course, but to withhold corporal
punishment from them for serious faults through fear of subjecting them to ‘indignity’ would manifestly be contrary
to common sense.95

Matron Bubb’s immediate predecessor also expressed her views on punishment. Indeed, after six and a half years,
Matron Elizabeth Price resigned shortly after the 1916 regulations proscribing corporal punishment came into effect.
Until then, and while very averse to corporal punishment of any kind, she had the ‘power and authority’ to punish
and it was left to her discretion as to how and when. But before long the Council were ‘taking the tone of the average
outsider that punishment must not be in any way injurious, painful, or even uncomfortable to the culprit’.96
Notwithstanding that the Reformatory and the Matron were under the authority of the State Children’s Council,
‘meddling’ in the Reformatory’s affairs by the Council was another contentious issue raised by commentators other
than Matron Price. In the words of C. Rickards, one of the Reformatory staff, the recent disturbance [‘riot’] was due
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to the action of the Council which, in a move guaranteed to undermine the authority of the Matron, had informed
the inmates that any complaints they had should be forwarded direct to Council members.
I trust that enquiries will be made regarding the efficiency of the council, who know nothing of the difficulties in
dealing with the girls. The only knowledge they have concerning the institution is when occasionally they pay a visit,
and get information from the girls.97

James Gray echoed Miss Rickards’ words.
Individual members have visited, listened to complaints by the girls and given them to understand that the person
speaking was their special friend, and that any complaint should be made to “me”, when “I” will “see that you are
not unjustly treated”. Result of course, that the matron is nobody, and is disregarded.98

It is admirable that the authorities charged with the welfare of South Australia’s troubled youth kept abreast with,
and readily adopted the experts’ ever-evolving theories on institutional best practice. However, in pioneering a
complete ban on all forms of corporal punishment for State girls in their care they were well ahead of the views of
the general population, as indicated by the following newspaper ‘snippets’.
If one views the matter sensibly it seems a strange thing that corporal punishment is allowed in ordinary public
schools – where ordinary controllable and respectable children merely attend by day, and yet it is not allowed in a
reformatory for girls where uncontrollable and other girls of a vicious nature are sent to live. A large percentage of
parents bestow corporal punishment on their own children, girls and boys, and as long as provision is made against
any inhumane treatment of the girls there should be no sound objection to the slipper. 99
If my aunt had been matron at Redruth Reformatory, council or no council regulations concerning corporal
punishment notwithstanding, those incorrigible girls would have found that they had let themselves in for a
‘leathering” and no sort of injury would have been done to the buildings.100
Some measure of corporal punishment is necessary for the upbringing of ordinary children, let alone naughty girls.101
In doing this [using the slipper], it is contended, no more violent means were used than many a mother has adopted
in correcting her own children.102

To what extent can the events that led to the closure of the Redruth Reformatory be attributed directly to Matron
Edith Bubb? As matron at the Parramatta Industrial School for Girls she had been under the supervision and
mentorship of the gifted if demanding Superintendent, Alex Thompson, but even so who, as noted earlier, lacked
specific training for reformatory work. Edith Bubb arrived at Burra in 1916 to take sole charge as Matron of a
somewhat different kind of institution – a girls’ reformatory – which, while being a smaller establishment, housed a
more challenging set of inmates, described as ‘for the most part, very difficult cases to handle – girls who have
proved uncontrollable in their own homes, and who in some cases possess extremely vicious tendencies’.103
Within six months Edith was questioning the wisdom of her move. Unlike the Parramatta girls described in The
Daily Telegraph in March 1913, she realised that the Burra girls were not ‘as easily managed as any similar number
of girls would be in a well-conducted boarding school’ nor was their public behaviour ‘of a high order’.104 However,
with commendable spirit she stayed on, endeavouring to fulfil her role, in the manner in which she saw fit, of
transforming her errant ‘girls’ and ‘gentrifying’ their Hampton Court ‘home’, and she did so in defiance of persistent
suggestions in the press of her mistreatment of the inmates.
In its 21 August 1920 issue the Daily Herald drew its readers’ attention to the prevailing ’extreme uneasiness’
regarding the management of the Reformatory at Burra where, it was alleged, corporal punishment was freely
administered and the girls were subjected to indignities ‘sufficient to sap their self-respect’. They were frequently
thrashed with a wet slipper and even dragged across the floor by their hair and, for the most trivial of offences, a
‘ringing slap’ on the face was said to be ‘the quickest visitation of “justice”’. While conceding that many of the
charges might be exaggerated, the Herald cited the adage ‘no smoke without fire’ and, reminding the State
Children’s Council of its own regulations, asked ‘Does the council view with equanimity the flouting of its rules by
its own officers?’ In view of the subsequent ‘trouble’ at Redruth, the Daily Herald re-ran this story in February
1921.105
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A letter by “ANXIOUS” in The Register, referring to a previous letter submitted by “Fairplay”, serves as an example
of the concerns being voiced about Matron Bubb’s treatment of the girls, and draws a comparison between the
‘public’ face of the Reformatory and what might be hidden from public view.
Is “Fairplay’s letter an invitation to the people of Burra to visit the reformatory? If so, what good would it do? What
the public is anxious about is not the working of the institution – that, I believe, has never been questioned – but are
the inmates properly treated? No one could tell by being shown round by the matron or one of the officers. Would
they be shown a girl in a cell, if there happened to be one; or could they question any of the girls in private? Of
course, it would not be proper for them to do so, but how otherwise could they know anything about it? 106

And, unwittingly, the Rev. Eric Ingamells, Methodist Minister, one of the Burra notables interviewed by The Mail
reporter who visited Burra in August 1921, let slip that the Council had reservations about the suitability of Matron
Bubb. When asked if he had heard anything definite about the closure of the institution, he replied:
No, but on April 7 an article appeared in the ‘Women’s Record’ stating that if the ideal matron could not be found
for a girls’ reformatory it would be well even to close the institution. It is believed that this suggestion emanated from
a member of the council itself, and, curiously enough, from that time the number of inmates of the Redruth
Reformatory has steadily decreased.107

“EARNEST REFORMER”, quoted in The Register of 16 February 1921, contended that a lack of suitably trained
experts was the cause of the trouble at the Redruth Reformatory.
It would be useless to put in charge of such an institution a woman who was kind or firm, or who required a slipper
or a cat-o’-nine-tails to maintain authority and who had no insight into the psychology, pathology, and physiology of
the unfortunate inmates … [failing which, and drastically, he suggested] … Unless something curative and really
reformatory is to be undertaken, a lethal chamber should be instituted without delay, so that all these unhappy
perverts could be painlessly put away from a world which is incapable of accomplishing anything better.108

In its editorial of 19 February 1921, and with reference to the ‘violent outbreak’ at the Reformatory, the Chronicle
posed the following question.
Was this attributable to the abolition of corporal punishment, and the further undermining of the matron’s authority
by ill-time interference on the part of individual members of the State Children’s Council? Or can it justly be ascribed
to Miss Bubb herself? – to some defect of personal temperament, lack of sympathy, or knowledge of how to deal
with girls, or inability to enter into the spirit of the new regulations devised for her guidance? … The woman who is
to succeed with refractory charges … must be something more than a mere disciplinarian. If there is to be reform
as well as punishment she must be of high moral character and really interested in the humanitarian work over
which she presides. But, besides being good and kind, and thus capable of inspiring affection, she will need firmness
and the power to exact obedience and respect, all of which is possible only if she makes a study of the individualities
of the girls and appeals to what is best in each for the repression of what is bad. Indeed, the ideal matron would be,
among other things, a skilled psychologist. The defenders of Miss Bubb would, perhaps, not claim that in this
absolutely perfect sense she unites all the qualifications for her heavy task, but there is every reason to believe that
she is intelligently devoted to her work, competent, and efficient and that she was doing well until the new rules
created for her an impossible situation.109

Was she a martyr as personified by the Burra Record, reflecting the views of the majority of Burra’s leading men
and women, and echoed by such authors as Ian Auhl? Or was she, despite all her intentions, a failure, unable to
cope with the more hardened of her ‘girls’ – the ones who brought all her good works undone, and whose behaviour
‘tainted’ that of the more compliant girls; the ingrates who did not appreciate her little treats (bribes?) and who
resented being constantly reminded that these were funded from her own pocket.110 It is to be wondered how well
‘her girls’ reacted to their limited free time being put to such activities as digging up and laying a tennis court, or
preparing and serving afternoon teas for guests? Matron Bubb’s treats and other indulgences could not, in the end,
deflect from the reality that the Reformatory was a detention centre and that the minds of the majority of the
imprisoned inmates were focused on doing their time and being released – either at the end of their ‘sentence’ or
prior if they could pull it off.
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Integral to the middle-class psyche was the importance of ‘keeping up appearances’. It is perhaps, therefore,
questionable as to whose benefit Edith Bubb set about transforming the bleakly uninspiring prison into a ‘home’ –
where genteel pastimes such as singing, music, tennis and croquet were the ‘imposed’ on girls who, once free,
were hardly likely to pick up a tennis racquet or a croquet club. Having on display the ‘better’ girls, dressed up in
clean clothes, entertaining and waiting upon guests at Hampton Court would have clearly impressed those guests
who were invited to gatherings at Hampton Court, and whose middle-class mores were in tune of Miss Bubb’s world
view of refined living. Hampton Court, as she hoped to shape it, was perhaps less a place where young wayward
women could become ‘ladies’ but more of a testament to Miss Bubb’s ideals of gentility and respectability.

Miss E.R. Bubb
Matron, Redruth Reformatory111

Ultimately, however, Edith Bubb, like her predecessors at Redruth, and those who before her had worked in similar
institutions, had been unable and/or unwilling to adjust to changing times and conditions. As remarked by one
newspaper, ‘No longer can the clashing that has taken place between the matron and the council be permitted to
continue’.112 Even if the Reformatory had not closed in 1922, the Matron’s continued flagrant disregard for the
regulations could no longer be tolerated leaving the Council with no choice but to dismiss her. The Council was
relieved of this obligation, and Matron Bubb was saved from humiliation, by the decision to close down the
establishment. The question was publicly raised by at least one person as to why Edith Bubb, ‘one of the best
Salvationists at heart, even if she does not don the uniform’, was not put in charge of the Barton Vale school.113 It
is perhaps telling that, although she was not quite 50, and had 14 years’ institutional experience, Edith Bubb was
not offered another position with the Department after the Redruth Reformatory closed.
Indeed, given what she perceived to be the unfair and discourteous manner in which she had been treated by the
State Children’s Council, had it been offered, she may well have declined any other position. Her perception of the
Council’s shoddy conduct was shared by her staunch Burra supporters.
Appearances are, no doubt, deceptive, but the world has to be largely guided by them. What certainly appears to
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be the deliberate purpose of the State Children’s Council to refuse justice to the Matron of the Redruth Reformatory
is shown in the following letters which have been supplied for publication.114

The first letter cited, dated 30 December 1920, had been sent by Rev. Ingamells, of the Redruth Methodist Church,
to the President of the Council, and concerned the ‘very scurrilous articles’ that had appeared in a certain
newspaper [Brisbane Truth]. The subject of the articles [Ursula Cruse] had subsequently apologised in writing to
Matron Bubb, confessing that her statements had been lies. Rev. Ingamells pointed out that since then We have been waiting very patiently for the Council to clear the Matron by making this public … We believe the
Council can clear the Matron by publicly refuting these charges and innuendoes in the respectable press.

The Council responded on 12 January 1921 saying that it had already dealt with the matter referred to and had
forwarded the apology mentioned to the Minister. Ingamells then wrote on 17 January to the Chief Secretary asking
that the apology be published. However, the matter was overtaken by events with the ‘riot’ of February 1921.
Cited as a further example of the Council’s refusal to face its responsibilities was the allegation that Matron Bubb
and the staff had addressed a letter to the President of the Council with a request that it be forwarded to the Premier,
which ‘We have the strongest reasons for understanding that the Council decided that it should be kept back from
the Premier’. The contents of the letter were not divulged but presumably concerned issues relating to the
Reformatory and/or the Council.115
This chapter of Edith Bubb’s life concludes with a heart-felt and heart-warming accolade from “DORIS”, one of
Matron Bubb’s appreciative former charges, on hearing about the ‘riot’ at the Reformatory.116
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Edith Bubb stayed on in Burra after the Reformatory was closed and in November 1922 announced to the Burra
community that she was about to open a ‘Guest Home’.117

To mark the new venture the members of the Soldiers’ Aid Society held a ‘linen’ afternoon. Mrs. C. Bartholomeus
chaired the meeting and stated that they had come together to honour their President, Miss Bubb, who was starting
a home for herself. The members acknowledged her capable leadership of the Society and expressed their delight
that Miss Bubb had decided to remain ‘among her friends in Burra’. Wishing her every success with her new venture
the members then presented her with a ‘very large and valuable collection of house linen’. Responding, Miss Bubb’s
thanks were ‘most feelingly and gratefully spoken’.118 She was equally grateful for the Kitchen Tea that was
organised by a group of Burra ladies, and held at ‘Blairgowrie’ the beautiful home of Mrs. S.M. Lane, at which many
guests were in attendance. The guest of honour, Miss Bubb, was presented with a ‘useful and valuable collection
of utensils’. Miss Bubb would also have appreciated the beautiful floral decorations in the drawing and dining rooms,
the delicious strawberries and cream afternoon tea, and the musical and parlour games entertainment. 119
Initially Edith restricted her paying clientele to gentlemen only, but by March 1927 she was advertising vacancies
for girl boarders, and in 1930 for either sex.120 The following account shows that some of Edith’s guests were long
term residents and that she kept in touch with past boarders.121

As well as her paying guests, Edith hosted holidaying friends and relatives at Owanyilla. For instance, in January
1927 the Bertrams spent a weekend with her, and in the following month her cousin George Chandler called in for
a few days on his way from Melbourne to Adelaide.122
Having good reliable staff was essential for the smooth running of the guest house and included in those sought at
various times by Edith Bubb were a ‘strong, capable girl’; a ‘reliable General for two afternoons and evenings per
week, at the going rate of £1, and also a good laundress’; a ‘clean, capable woman or girl – good wages to
competent worker’; a ‘good strong girl to help all duties, 25s and two afternoon’s week’; a good General, wages
25s week’; a ‘good general, strong, honest girl’.123 No doubt Miss Bubb, with her years of experience in
housekeeping, was an exacting employer.
For recreation Edith Bubb enjoyed a game of croquet as a playing member of the Croquet Club. She was also a
member of the organising Committee of the 1925 “Back to Burra” celebrations, and a member of the Burra Women’s
Branch of the Liberal Federation.124 But most of her spare time was devoted to philanthropic and patriotic causes,
particularly the Soldiers’ Aid Society, subsequently, in October 1928, merged into the General Aid Society.125 As
President and Hon. Secretary of the Society her work was described as ‘tremendously wide and varied’ and with
the aid of her loyal band of workers the Society had raised large sums of money particularly for the Royal Institution
of the Blind and various military hospitals.126 The Society’s major fund-raising event was the annual Strawberry Fête
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held in the Burra Institute. The 1925 and 1926 events raised £95 and £51 respectively.127 As well as the numerous
stalls selling a variety of donated gift of flowers, sweets, fancy work, dairy produce, and vegetables, etc., the 1928
fete featured a “Handsomest Man” competition – “Vote for them All!” – and in 1929 those attending were entertained
with a Musical Treat (Adelaide Artists).128 Edith would have been gratified when she learnt that in February 1927
the North Adelaide Board of Management of the Royal Institution for the Blind had elected her as a Life-Governor
‘in recognition of the valuable services rendered by the Aberdeen Soldiers Aid Society, of which she is the worthy
President.’129
A review of the minutes of the Burra Council meetings over the period 1925-1930 reveals that much of the
Councillors’ time was taken up with the contentious issue of what to do with ‘The Guns’, which had been presented
to the town to honour the Burrarites who had gone off to fight in World War 1. ‘The Guns’ was a regular item in the
Council agendas, and generated much heated debate. Leaving aside the opposing views as to the aesthetic
qualities of the guns, the main focus of the debate was where they should be placed. Various options were
considered – leaving them where they were [by the Memorial]; in front of the Institute; placed separately in parks
in the town; or even sunk in the Mine pool or the Burra Creek.130 The public also took a keen interest in the fate of
The Guns and expressed their views through the pages of the Burra Record. Thus ‘A returned Soldier’ in January
1926 was shocked to hear that they might be removed from the monument because one visitor had remarked that
‘they made the place look like a scrap heap’. ‘Bewildered’ wanted to know why anyone should wax sentimental
over machines that probably were ‘the direct cause of sending some of our boys west.’ In a similar vein ‘Steel Beak’
cited the God’s Commandment “Thou Shalt not Kill” and reminded readers that, on the Last Day, God would not
ask “Did they honour the Burra Guns”? Elizabeth Ward of Hill Street suggested that everyone aged 21 and over be
canvassed, the majority vote determining where the guns should be placed, adding ‘To dump them on the banks
of the creek would be an insult to our returned men and to the memory of “Our Glorious Dead”’131 Needless to say,
Edith Bubb entered into the discussion.132

In March 1930, with the final home of ‘The Guns’ still not resolved Edith Bubb, in her capacity as President, General
(late Soldiers) Aid Society, wrote a more lengthy letter to the Editor, under the heading “Lest we Forget”.
Sir – In your Burra “Record” of to-day’s date I note in the R.S. and S.I League Burra sub-branch, report of the annual
meeting, mention was made re replacing of “the guns” removed by the Burra Council from either side of the Soldiers’
Monument some months ago because they were an “eyesore”. The thought of untidiness would not enter the minds
of those who remembered the gallant deeds done by our boys in the world’s greatest (and cruellest) war. Boys who
gave their life, health, limbs and saddest of all, reason, while capturing those (or similar) guns which are now
uncared for and placed away out of sight of the inspiring memorial standing in the Market Square in memory of our
gallant dead, instead of “keeping guard” as they should be for all time. Oil and paint would improve the appearance
of the guns certainly but memory’s shining glass will ever hide from sight any defects. The men who captured those
guns went forth to save their country, and their women-folk from dishonor, and shall we dishonor their memory by
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forgetting the heroic deeds they did? Our returned men wish the guns replaced and replaced where they should be
as speedily as they were removed.133

At this point matters became unpleasantly personal. At the Council meeting of 16 April Councillor Woollacott stated
that he took exception to Miss Bubb’s letter, in which ‘she practically said that councillors were disloyal’ and that
her suggestion that thoughts of untidiness outweighed consideration of the boys’ gallant deeds, was ‘an absolute
insult’. There was, he insisted, no man on Council who had not done all he possibly could during the war. He
continued Was this the case with Miss Bubb? She was a matron and sixteen years ago there was nothing to prevent her
volunteering for the front. Her remarks were a slight and a slur but had it not been for the very big circulation of the
Record he would have taken no notice of them. But in consequence of that everywhere in Adelaide and in the
country, north, south, east and west he was greeted with the question of what have you done with the guns?134

This tirade evoked an immediate response from Elizabeth Ward who, in yet another letter to the Editor, asked if a
woman had to obtain leave from the Council before expressing an opinion. She described Councillor Woollacott’s
attack as unmanly, disgusting and entirely unjustifiable. He may, she conceded, have his opinion about the most
suitable position for the guns, but ‘he is not at liberty to attack a woman of more ability and usefulness than
himself’.135
But Edith Bubb was more than equal to standing up for herself. Responding with a letter to the Editor she claimed
to be astounded that the Councillors believed themselves to have been insulted as no insult was intended. Her
remarks were not intended to be a slight or a slur, but she claimed to have every right to air her own opinion, and
particularly so, being ‘heart and soul with the returned “Digger”, in matters pertaining to their rights, including the
placement of the guns. She continued:
I might ask Cr. Woollacott why he did not volunteer for war service sixteen years ago and his reasons might not
compare equally as reasonably as mine.
It was not lack of courage or desire to assist in nursing the wounded that prevented my going to the front and during
the whole of the years of war and since, I have done what I could to help the boys and hope to still go on doing so;
but, however, that has nothing whatever to do with the present question of the placing of the guns …
The fallen soldiers monument will ever be an inspiration to future generations as a tribute to heroism and the guns,
placed on either side, would be a warning of the awfulness of war, humanity fighting humanity, and be an incentive
for the future of peace-abiding of the race.
I am, for the “Diggers”,
EDITH R. BUBB136

By 1930 Edith had family matters on her mind. In 1926 her eldest sister, Mary Helah Webb, then living in
Wentworthville, Sydney, was widowed when her husband Walter Whitely Webb died on 3 August 1926. At the time
of his death Mary was 68 years old and, as the two children born to Mary and Walter had died in infancy, and, apart
from her brother Walter Cecil Bubb who, with his wife Kathleen and four children, was then living at Strathfield,
Sydney, she had no immediate family to look after her. Edith Bubb decided to leave Burra to care for her sister
Mary. In fact, Edith had hoped to relocate earlier, and in anticipation had put “Owanyilla” on the market in late 1926
and early 1927, but there were no takers at that time.137

In June 1930 the following notice appeared in the Burra Record. Edith Bubb had instructed George Hann,
Auctioneer, to sell all her household furniture and effects. As would be expected, everything had been beautifully
kept.138
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This time a buyer was found – the auctioneer and his wife became the new owners of “Owanyilla”.139

Edith Bubb’s calendar for June and early July 1930 was busy with numerous farewell gatherings at which she was
generously fêted and presented with parting gifts – a gold pencil from the Liberal Federation; a set of ear-rings and
a gold-mounted malachite brooch, inscribed on the back with “Presented to Miss Edith Bubb by the General Aid
Society as a token of love, 3/7/30”; a bedroom clock from the Benevolent Society; a handbag from the RS and S;
and, from also from the General Aid Society, the large seagrass chair which had been donated to the Society by
the Royal Institution for the Blind.140
At a gathering at the Redruth Memorial Hall on 3 July arranged by the General Aid Society a number of Burra
notables people paid special tribute to Edith Bubb’s tireless service to Burra in the 14 years she had lived there.
One of the busiest women in the town she had always found time for service to her fellow creatures and no personal
sacrifice was ever too great for her to make either in time, money or service all of which had been given freely or
without stint.

Miss Bubb was also praised for her management of the guest house and the fine influence she had been to the
young people privileged to have been her boarders. With regard to the guest house, she would have been delighted
with the observation of Rev. Coles, who had recognised ‘her love of beauty and nature and tidiness in the home’,
and when visiting “Owanyilla” had found it full of roses, to which Edith had remarked ‘we have no thorns here only
beauty’.
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When Edith rose to respond she was greeted with a prolonged applause. It was, she said, an ‘ordeal’ to adequately
thank everyone for their gifts and kind expressions of appreciation. Her work with the Aid Society and other
organisations had, she told her audience, been a great joy to her, most especially her work for the soldiers who
held a very warm place in her heart. Indeed [and seemingly out of character?] she admitted … in fact she was fond of boys and in her girlhood days, had been a tom-boy and an inveterate tree climber. On
one occasion when up in a tree the remark was made to her that “elevated positions were not always the best,” a
fact she had afterwards found out in her official life, especially as Matron in different Girls Industrial Schools…

Edith acknowledged each of the gifts presented to her. She asked that the seagrass chair be retained by the Society
in memory of her office as President. She ‘felt highly exalted in being thought worthy’ of the lovely malachite brooch,
a gift usually reserved for presentation to a visiting Governor’s wife. In closing she declared that ‘if she had tried to
do her best the best had certainly come back to her’ and she expressed her appreciation for such a splendid sendoff.141
Having arrived in July 1916 to take up the position of Matron of the Redruth Girls’ Reformatory and then, following
its closure in 1922, becoming the hostess of a stylish guest house, Edith Bubb was just shy of 58 when on 16 July
she left for Sydney to care for her eldest sister.142

On arrival in Sydney Edith moved in with her widowed sister Mary Webb at “Walscot”, 151 Wentworth Avenue,
Wentworthville, which had been the Webb family home from 1914.143 Having outlived her late husband by some
eighteen years, Mary Helah Webb, the beloved sister of Edith and (Walter) Cecil Bubb, died on 6 May 1944.144 She
had drawn up her will on 8 July 1942. She appointed Edith Ruth Bubb as her sole executrix of the estate valued at
£5919 17 0. She made provision in her will for her nephews Nigel Grafton Ross and Walter Raymond Ross (sons
of sister Emily Eliza Ross (née Bubb), and the four children of her brother Walter Cecil Bubb – Walter James, Leslie
Cecil, Mary Edith and Joyce Alison – and her sister-in-law Mamie Bubb, and made a bequest to the RSPCA.
Everything else was left to Edith Ruth Bubb.145

Edith Bubb in the garden at Wentworthville146
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After Mary died Edith built a granny flat onto the rear of the “Walscot” residence which she named “Owanyilla” and
where she spent the rest of her life, while renting out the main residence. Apparently, after experiences with bad
tenants, in 1950 she offered “Walscot” to her nephew, (Leslie) Cecil Bubb, and his wife Marjorie, at a low rental in
return for them keeping the house in good repair and tending the garden. Edith intended that “Walscot” would be
theirs’ after she died, and “Owanyilla” would be passed on to her nephew Walter James Leslie Bubb and his wife
Bernice. Her furniture in “Walscot” would go to her niece, Mary Edith Bubb, and that in “Owanyilla” would be passed
on to niece Joyce Alison Bubb – thus she made provision for all four children of (Walter) Cecil and Mary (Mamie)
Bubb.147
The death of Edith Ruth Bubb, spinster, and daughter of John Robert Bubb, foundryman, and Mary Illidge was
registered at Parramatta on 10 September 1956. She had died at the age of 83 at the Wentworthville Hospital on
20 August. The cause of death was given as (1) Cardiac Collapse and (2) Apical Pneumonia (5 days). The funeral
arrangements were in the hands of Metcalfe and Morris of Church Street, Parramatta, and one of their staff was
probably the informant, G. Morgan. Edith was buried on 30 August at the Independent Cemetery, Rookwood, with
Reverend Trevor Watt, Congregational minister of Strathfield officiating.148 Probate on her will was granted on 17
December 1956.149
Edith Ruth Bubb was the last surviving child of John Robert Bubbs and his wife Mary. In order of death, Winifred
Amy (4) and Leonard Illidge (11 months) had died as infants in 1879 and 1880. Sister Clara Illidge (22) died in
1894, followed by brothers Alfred Ernest (44) in 1909, James Voller (45) in 1913, and Frederick Charles (54) in
1916. Ada Beatrice (57) died in 1927. The 1940s marked a number of deaths in the family – Elsie May (75) in 1940,
Emily Eliza (83) in 1943, and, as noted above, Mary Helah (86) in 1944. Brother Walter Cecil Bubb died just two
months before Edith, on 20 June 1956, aged 78.
It is interesting, and rather sad to note, that according to one family historian ‘Aunt Edith was good-hearted and
capable, but unpopular with most of the family because she was too bossy and interfering, though with the best
intentions! Her professional life had probably induced a tendency to throw her weight around’.150
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