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Joseph Edward Burgess

(1870-1927)

and

Olive Marion Wall

(1878-1967)
Joseph Edward Burgess, or Joe, as he was better known, was born on 10 January 1870 in Chelmondiston, now virtually a suburb of the modern city of Ipswich in Suffolk, just north of London.  But in the 1870’s Chelmondiston was still one of several villages near Ipswich on the broad estuary of the River Orwell leading to the North Sea, along with Woolverstone, Pin Mill, and Shotley.  The peaceful river banks and villages on the borders of Suffolk and Essex, in this region known as East Anglia, were made famous by the paintings of John Constable (1776-1837).  

These villages were home to many mariners who sailed the cod and herring grounds of the North Sea, or who plied shallow drafted sailing barges known as ‘wherries’ in coastal trade, often handled by a crew of two.  Joe’s father, Henry Burgess, was one of these mariners.  We don’t know much about his sailing exploits, but on the day of the 1881 Census he is recorded as being aged 48 and was working at sea along with two crew, Alex Finlayson (29) and Henry Rush (39), in the ship ‘Egret’.  

Joe was the seventh of the fourteen children born to his parents, Henry and Elizabeth.  Both parents had a long ancestry in Suffolk, and had many relatives in the Ipswich region, nearly all of whom were mariners.  Henry was a native of Chelmondiston, while Elizabeth had been born in the nearby village of Shotley.  With so many children in the family, Joe spent his childhood in a busy household, run mainly by his mother, as his father was often absent at sea for long periods.  Their house was described in the 1881 census as a mere ‘cottage’, but although the family was poor, no doubt father usually brought home from the sea the best of his catch, and so fresh fish and seafood would have been a large part of their diet. 

Being born and raised beside the sea, and time and again hearing of his father’s exciting exploits at sea, it was probably no surprise to the family when young Joe decided to leave home as a youth to sail the world as a merchant seaman.  Though Joe and his parents did not realise it at the time, it was to turn out that Joe was leaving home forever to a new life overseas and, although they corresponded throughout their lives, they never actually saw each other again.  The adventurous teenager no doubt found it very easy to travel by train to London and sign on as an able seaman in the busy merchant navy that was then servicing Britain’s Empire.   

We don’t know exactly where his seagoing exploits took him around the Globe, except that he was serving as 19 year old able seaman on the sailing ship ‘Newbury’ when he deserted ship at Port Pirie, South Australia, on 3 November 1889.  The captain reported him in the Register of Deserters circulated to all police stations, but little effort was made to track such deserters down because workers were then needed as the South Australian economy was booming and employment was plentiful.  Presumably what had attracted the 19 year old to desert ship was the quest for better wages and further adventure - a quest for more prosperous ‘greener grass’ that was to be a dominant theme of Joe’s life.  

He headed to the busy copper mines at Moonta and Kadina on Yorke Peninsula, where he easily found work as a miner and was quickly promoted, apparently being well regarded by the mine ‘captains’, as the foremen were called.  After a few years there he heard that the BHP Smelter at Port Pirie was busily smelting the huge bonanza of recently discovered silver, lead, and zinc being mined at Broken Hill and shipped there by train.  Joe soon found work at the smelter and settled in Port Pirie.  While there he happened to meet up with the daughter of a farmer from nearby Wandearah.  She was Olive Marion Wall, usually known as Olly, and a romance soon blossomed.  

Olly was the first-born child of John and Sarah Wall.  She was born on 18 April 1878 on her father’s farm at Charleston in the Adelaide Hills.  Her aunt, Louisa Crowell, registered the birth on 29 May 1879.  She was an infant aged about two when her young parents moved to Wandearah, near Port Pirie, where they had bought some marginal farming land and then spent most of their life struggling to establish and run a farming and grazing property.  

Along with her eight brothers and sisters, Olly went to the little school at Wandearah and when she became a teenager she no doubt had dreams of marrying and having her own family.  She had a white Madaplin nightdress in her trousseau.  Madaplin is a fine calico or lawn material, made of cotton.  Olly kept that nightdress all her life as she always fancied the idea of being buried in such a gown.  When she died at the age of 89 her eldest daughter Edie (Redman) found the yellowed Madaplin gown and bleached it white for her to be laid to rest in.   

As an 18 year old visiting Port Pirie from the Wandearah farm, Olly must have been thrilled to meet up with an adventurous and worldly young man like Joe, then 26, and the couple were married on 13 August 1896 at Newbold’s Coffee Palace in Port Pirie, reflecting the family’s strong aversion to alcohol.  After their marriage the young couple lived in Port Pirie for several years while Joe continued to work at the smelters.  In April 1897 their first child was born, a son named Harry (Henry John).  Sadly, he failed to thrive and died at 6 months in October 1897.  A second son, Claude, was born at Port Pirie on 13 May 1898.   

In 1899 Joe and Olly moved with their baby to Kadina where Joe became a shift boss at Wallaroo Mines, adjacent to Kadina.  The ore from the busy copper mines was smelted and shipped at the port of Wallaroo, 8 kilometres away.  While they were living there a daughter was born, Edith Pretoria, on 27 May 1900.  A second daughter, Gwendoline Dulcie, was born during this period but was said to have been born with measles.  As a result she failed to thrive and died at eleven months of age.  This was a time of great sadness for the Burgess family.  

In 1903 the family moved to nearby Moonta where Joe took up a position as underground shift boss (known as a ‘Captain’) on the copper mines there.  The family lived on the Kadina-Moonta road, on the outskirts of Moonta, at a locality known as Crossroads, North Yelta.  During their time at Moonta another three children were born; Nina Ellen on 31 October 1904, Edna Maud on 11 July 1906, and Eric Edward on 24 December 1908.  Olly bore a total of seven children, five of whom survived to adulthood.

The Burgess family lived at Moonta for five to six years, during which time Joe was offered a lucrative contract to work on the silver, lead, and zinc mines at Broken Hill.  Rather than unsettle the family, he left them at Moonta and travelled by train to Broken Hill, remaining there for about 12 months. 

In 1908, just before Eric was born, Joe was offered and accepted the position of manager of the Nam Yu Ruby Mine, via Manpure North, Shan States, Burma.  He was entitled to take his family along but Olive was unwilling to accompany him there, fearing for the welfare of the children.  After his departure, Olive and the children moved back to Wandearah to be near her parents, and moved into ‘the old Kipsy’ place on her parent’s property and the children went to the Wandearah South School for about a year.  The children hated this place, as the mosquitos were so bad that Olly had to constantly burn cow dung to discourage them.

Meanwhile, Captain Joe Burgess arrived in Rangoon, the Burmese capital, and travelled up the broad Irrawaddy River.  Travel was by steam-powered paddle wheeler, passing many islands, mud flats, villages, and large Burmese canoes.  After a stopover at stifling hot and dusty Mandalay, it was then on to the Shan States and the Nam Yu mine.  The mine was at Manpure (or Manpu) North (24°12’ N, 97° 01’ E), a village on the river a few miles below the large town of Bhamo.  The actual ruby mines were up on the nearby densely vegetated jungle hills, about 15 miles from the Burma-China border.  The sparse native population were primitive and warrior-like hill tribesmen.  

The ruby mine used an alluvial technique to wash the gemstones from the mud.  Fine rubies are extremely rare, but the finest can command higher prices than the best diamonds for their size and weight, and the finest rubies in the world come from Burma.  The mining company had built a new timber residence for Joe, on a site cleared from the jungle.  He named it ‘Moonta Villa’, proudly erecting a large sign above the front veranda.  To assist him in the house he employed a houseboy.  The cool season was from November to February, when the temperature stays about 25 degrees.  It then rises to about 43 degrees in March and April, when the monsoons begin and do not let up until October.  Wearing his fashionable whites and pith helmet against the heat, Joe got about his management duties at the mine looking the very model of a British colonial gentleman. 

In July 1909 Joe’s youngest brother from England, 25 year old Lance Burgess (Lancelot Alfred Burgess, b. 17.2.1884) visited Adelaide but, being away in Burma, Joe missed seeing him.  Lance had followed the Burgess family’s seafaring traditions and was crewman (‘General Servant’) on a new luxury passenger steamship, the SS Waratah.  About one quarter of the crew were listed as General Servant, which is typical of a ship that was a passenger liner.  The ship was on its maiden voyage from England to Australia.  Having called at Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide, it sailed for South Africa on the return voyage to England.  The Waratah disappeared in mysterious circumstances on 27th/28th July 1909 off the east coast of Africa and has never been found since.  All 211 passengers and crew aboard, including Lance Burgess, were presumed lost at sea.   

Back in South Australia, Olly’s sister Nina Fidge became ill for a time and the family moved to the Fidge farm to help with the cows, and the children then went to the Wandearah East School.  Here they moved into the Fidge’s old weatherboard house, as Nina and Gill Fidge had built a newer house on the property.  These were not happy times for Olly.  For one reason she had to cope alone with the five children, without her husband, and for another reason Gill Fidge was not kind to his nephew Claude who, being the eldest, was helping on the farm by this time.  This caused much tension and unhappiness. 

Olly wrote to Joe of her misery and because of that he returned home from Burma, staying for 12 to 18 months.  He had made a little money in Burma and during this time Joe bought a small property of around 40 acres at Milcowie, near Crystal Brook, and then bought a dairy herd for Olly and the children to run, for cash income.  Having settled the family on this new property, Joe then returned to Burma for another three years.  

The Education Department bought a small piece of land from Joe’s 40 acres for use as a school, which was named Milcowie School.  At the small school some of the other children seemed to gang up against the Burgess family, perhaps because their father was away so much.  Sometimes none of the twelve children that came to the school, held in a corner of the Burgess family’s own paddock, hardly spoke to them.  As for the teachers, some were very nice but others were overly strict and hard.  Olly reported one of them to the Education Department.  The cane was used quite a deal, and Nina was one of the recipients, though Edna escaped this form of punishment.  One of their teachers was a Miss Mary Keane, who was large, red-haired, and Catholic.  Joe was a staunch Freemason and was very anti-Catholic, so the children thought likewise.  Miss Keane had all the fingers on her right hand missing, yet still had beautiful handwriting.  

The family always went to church – somehow or other Olly always seemed to get them there.  When they lived at Milcowie they attended the Napperby Methodist Church, Olly driving the children there in a horse and cart.  The parents would wait outside and chat while the children attended Sunday School, then they would all join together for the combined church service.  The Minister from Port Pirie would come out by horse and cart to preach and take the service.  The family mostly attended Methodist churches as Olly had a strong Methodist background through her father, John Wall.  Joe, on the other hand, had an Anglican background.  He used to read the Bible for long periods of time.  Toward the end of his life he would like to have been re-baptised by immersion but he was too ill for this to take place.  

Joe returned to Milcowie from Burma in about 1915, but he had not made his fortune.  Also, it appears, he never even brought home just one ruby as a souvenir, as nobody can recall any.  He did bring home a few other presents and souvenirs, including a silver Chinese opium pipe, a silver inlaid Ghurkha kukri knife, and an ornate silver and ivory mounted Burmese sword and dagger set, known as ‘dha’.  

Joe now decided to give up mining, so the family were facing poor financial prospects.  Joe and eldest son Claude were obliged to work for others on various farms in the district, mainly driving an assortment of horse drawn farm implements.  However, Joe was always looking for a new venture, so he built up poultry yards and kept incubators to hatch chickens on a commercial basis.  On one occasion a brooder caught fire and the chickens were burnt to death whilst the family were out.  On another occasion the chickens contracted rupe, so all had to be destroyed.  These and other discouragements eventually led to the end of Joe’s poultry farming enterprise, and also to the selling of the Milcowie property and a move to Adelaide.  

World War One was raging in Europe and Claude was keen to enlist and go.  When his uncle Cliff Wall, Olly’s youngest brother, enlisted on 30 March 1916, Claude became even keener.  At 21, Cliff was only three years older than Claude and they were great mates.  Claude signed up a fortnight after Cliff, on 14 March 1916, having lied about his age, as he was still eight weeks short of his 18th birthday.  The two had great hopes to be posted together, but Cliff was assigned to the 27th Battalion and Claude to the 43rd Battalion.  

Both were sent first to England, and then saw active service in France.  Both were exposed to mustard gas burns in the lungs, which was to affect Claude’s health for the remainder of his life.  This was a very worrying time for the family.  At one stage the family were very happy to hear that Claude and Cliff were away from the battlefields.  They had been granted leave in England and together had visited the Burgess family in Ipswich, and they also stayed with Joe’s sister Maude Fisher and her family in 23 Beaconsfield Road, Surbiton, Surrey.  

Then they returned to the battlefields of France, which was followed by the sad news that Cliff Wall had been killed in action.  The whole family had been very fond of Cliff.  When they lived in the ‘Kipsy’ place at Wandearah East, he used to visit and play with Claude, as they were near the same age.  Cliff used to tease the Burgess girls and hide their dolls in trees and such things.  They all thought the world of him.  Edna and Nina always remembered how extremely upset they were when they heard of his death.

When the Burgess family moved to Adelaide they moved onto a property at Keswick, a suburb of Adelaide, on the Bay Road (later named the Anzac Highway).  The family operated a dairy here for a period of time.  The place where they lived was a mansion known as Ashford House, now the site of Ashford Community Hospital.  They actually lived in a more humble dwelling that was behind the big imposing Ashford House.  Nina, Edna, and Eric were still going to school at this time and well remembered this place with its plentiful fruit trees and currant vines.  

The school-aged children attended the Richmond School at the rear of the property.  Nina left school while they were here and worked for a time at Vardon’s printing establishment.  The family used to get up at 3am to milk the cows, then Joe would deliver the bulk milk by horse and cart - there was no pasteurisation or bottles in those days.  When the round was completed, by around 2pm, it was time to start the milking again, followed by yet another delivery.  

At Keswick the family attended the morning service of the Baptist Church each Sunday.  This is where they were living when Claude came home from the war and was demobilised on 4 July 1919 at the Keswick Military Barracks.  The whole family walked over to the nearby Barracks to meet with Claude when he was demobilised.  He had been away three years and there was much joy in the family on this occasion.  Olly invited a few friends over to their place so that they could gather around the organ and sing, ‘Praise God from Whom all blessings flow’.  However, young Claude came home a very changed person.  When he want to war he neither drank nor smoked, but did both when he returned, and he suffered from being gassed.  

When Claude was granted his ‘gratuity payout’ from the Army, he and his father bought a property at Plympton between them and the family moved and commenced running the dairy cows from there.  The house was rather miserable and nearly falling down and it turned out they were taken down on this deal, as the property was not really free to be sold.  Sadly, Claude was actually cheated out of his Army gratuity.

From Plympton the family moved to Waymouth Street, in the city of Adelaide.  The children remembered later that this place was as “terrible” as Plympton.  The house was two storeyed with a shop downstairs and two bedrooms upstairs.  From the windows they could see the comings and goings at a hotel across the street.  Olly was not happy about this as she felt it was not right for the children to see such things as husbands and wives fighting, and women almost dropping their babies.  On some occasions Nina used to flash a mirror at the people outside the hotel to express her annoyance, but also no doubt through a sense of devilment.  The family used to bring the cows right into the back yard for milking, then take them out to the parklands around West Terrace for grazing.  The whole family was involved in the milking, all done by hand, which required getting the stroke right to avoid stripping, which made it a slow procedure.

In 1921 Joe moved the family again, this time to Murray Bridge where he had purchased a carrying business.  When he took over this business most of the vehicles were horses and trolleys, but then he also began to purchase and use some motor trucks.  With these he prospered and soon he was employing five permanent men as drivers and teamsters.  His vehicles, whether motorised or horse drawn, were plying goods all over the district and it became a flourishing operation.  At long last Joe had found commercial success.  Apart from household goods and timber, much of it was sand and stone or other building material carted from quarries on the outskirts of Murray Bridge.  

At first the family lived in a little four-roomed corrugated iron house on the Adelaide Road.  Because it was so small the boys slept in a rear chaff shed.  Then Joe bought a block of land at 10 Beatty Terrace on which he later built a home.  It was of solid stone construction and still stands today.  Joe had all the materials for his new house carted by his own transport to cut costs.  The Beatty Terrace home was to become the Burgess family home for the rest of their lives.  

When the family moved to Murray Bridge the approximate ages of the children were; Claude 22, Edie 20, Nina 16, Edna 14, and Eric 12.  Claude helped his father in the carrying business, while Edie helped her mother at home.  Edna and Nina were apprenticed to Mr Crabbe, a tailor: Nina as a trouser and vest hand and Edna as a coat hand.  There were eight girls working there and it was a happy workplace as all the people were nice and the pay, which was about 7/6 (75 cents) per week, was much appreciated.  However when Edie married Fred Redman, Edna then stayed home to assist her mother.  Nina stayed on with Mr Crabbe, eventually spending 5½ years there and became a very accomplished ‘tailoress’, as she described her occupation when married.  

In Murray Bridge, Olive continued to see that the family went to church.  Joe attended often, but not regularly, though he sometimes went about the house singing hymns, one of his favourites being, ‘Forever with the Lord! Amen so let it be.’  Earlier, the family had attended Maugham Church, Central Methodist Mission.  This church was across town and on the way they used to walk past the Church of Christ. They couldn’t help noticing that the Church of Christ had shorter services and so they decided to go there.  It was said they didn’t take up a collection at the evening service either, and it was also nearer to where they lived.  So, that is where they started to attend.

As the children grew into adulthood they began courting.  Some of their partners they met through church, some through tennis, which they often played on Saturdays, and some through friends.  One of the favourite Sunday outings for groups of young people in Murray Bridge was to take watermelon and row in a boat to Long Island on the River Murray and spend the afternoon there.  Another was to ride on a paddle steamer to Mannum for a picnic.  The young members of the Burgess family particularly enjoyed these outings.   

Nina met up with a young stonemason and builder named Gus Spurling, and Edna met up with another young man named Reg Whisson.  The four were often courting together and, one particular day in 1925, Gus went in to Joe and formally asked for Nina’s hand in marriage, followed immediately by Reg who asked for Edna’s hand.  The boys having received Joe’s approval, the sister’s engagements were announced on that same day.  It was joked that Joe needed a tonic after that lot!  

Just about this time, when the carrying business was going so well, Joe became quite ill with high blood pressure and so became semi-retired in 1925.  Then a tragic accident took place on 21 June 1926 when a young man employed by Joe was working alone loading building material at an isolated quarry near Murray Bridge and was killed in a fall of earth.  An undated newspaper (Adelaide ‘Advertiser’?) clipping records:

“BURIED BY A FALL OF EARTH

FATALITY AT MURRAY BRIDGE

Shortly after 5.30pm on Monday (21 June 1926) the body of Mr. Roger William Mathew (25), was found buried in a quantity of earth in a marl pit about a mile and a half from Murray Bridge.

Mr. Mathew, who lived with his parents in Clara Street, Murray Bridge, was employed as a driver by Mr. J.E. Burgess, carrier, and left yesterday morning for the pit to get a load of marl.  As he had not returned by 5.30p.m., Mr Burgess became alarmed and went to the pit.  Mr Mathew’s brother, also surprised at the young man’s absence – he had not, as was his custom, gone home to lunch – also set out to look for him, and he and Mr Burgess arrived at the pit together.  There they found that the bank of the pit, which is about seven feet deep, had fallen in, and that Mr Mathew had been buried down to the waist.  

His brother communicated with the Murray Bridge police, and Constables Smith, Litster, and Gardener proceeded to the spot, and, digging away the stone and rubble, extricated the body and took it to the police station.  Dr. C.N. Macquarie was summoned, and pronounced life extinct.  No bones appeared to have been broken, the young man apparently having met his death from suffocation.  The team which Mr Mathew had driven to the spot had been seen by neighbours standing near the pit the greater part of the day, but nobody thought the circumstances sufficiently unusual to merit investigation.”  

The unfortunate young man was buried in Murray Bridge Cemetery the following day.  From that time on, Joe retired completely and his son Claude took over the carrying business and ran it for many years.  

For nearly two years, 1925 and 1926, Joe was quite ill and each time he went into hospital the doctor would say that he would be lucky to come out again.  Because of his years in mining Joe had developed miner’s disease, Bright’s disease, high blood pressure, and hardened arteries.  His heart was very enlarged and he found it difficult to get about.  One winter morning, on getting out of bed, he keeled over onto the floor, knocking the kerosene lamp into the washbasin.  He survived, and the doctor felt he had probably suffered heart failure but the thud on the floor had started his heart again.  

Edna and Reg Whisson married at Murray Bridge on 27 November 1926 and eight months later the young couple moved by train to Burracoppin in Western Australia, where Reg sought work.  Nina and Gus Spurling were married at Murray Bridge on 14 May 1927.  Ten weeks after their wedding, on 31 July 1927, Joe suffered a heart attack and died at the Soldier’s Memorial Hospital in Murray Bridge, and was buried in the Murray Bridge Cemetery.  He was 57 years of age.  

Olive was aged only 49 when Joe died, and a whole generation was to live before her own death.  She continued to live at 10 Beatty Terrace.  During those 40 years some of the family continued to live at home for a time, but all were eventually to marry and leave home.  Olive took in boarders at times, and also divided the house up and let part of it for a while.  She completely paid off the house during this time, as she vowed to do, “even if it was only a shilling a week”, she said.  She went regularly to the Murray Bridge Church of Christ and had many good friends there, where she was quite well respected.  Although Edna and Nina had left Murray Bridge - Edna to Western Australia and Nina to Ardrossan – Olly’s other children, Claude, Edith, and Eric, all married and remained in Murray Bridge and, living only a few streets apart, they and their families were a constant and daily part of her life.

When Eric was called up for service in WWII Olive must have had great fears for her youngest in view of the family’s experiences of WWI.  Eric had been a barman at the Murray Bridge Hotel when called up, and he served in the infantry.  He was wounded in action on Christmas Eve, which was also his 34th birthday, but fortunately he eventually returned home safely.    

Olly must have felt proud of her life when looked at in its entirety.  It was never easy for her, with her husband absent for many years when younger, and then he was a very sick man when older and so she lovingly cared for him.  For many years she battled to bring up the children alone while Joe was off on his next adventure, yet she brought them up with dignity and high principles.  By example she kept herself neat and tidy, and always cooked good meals.  

In her late 80’s disability from age and failing heath necessitated her leaving the Beatty Terrace home and entering the Trevu Private Hospital at Gawler.  She died there at the grand age of 89 years, on 25 November 1967, the official cause being “bronchopneumonia”, and was buried alongside her husband in the Murray Bridge Cemetery, wearing the Madaplin nightgown from her trousseau.   

Compiled 2006 by Max Slee, Tranmere, SA, from public records and from the personal recollections of Gus Spurling, Nina Spurling, Claude Burgess, Eric Burgess, Dorrie Crowell, and others, mainly collected in the early 1970’s, and from a booklet prepared by Joy Chapman of WA in July 1986 on the occasion of the 80th birthday of her mother, Edna Whisson (nee Burgess).
