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THE COFFIN FAMILY OF REDCLIFFS STATION , PILBARA,
WESTERN AUSTRALIA.

By Dr Bill Day

In the 1890s Maggie Mardjuwiya and a Nyamal mamamed George Mackay wegenployed § the
Mackay brothers on Mundabullangatstation. Some time before the birthtleeir first son the couple
wererelocated inlando the Mackay property aRoy Hill. Maggi e andn, Gadom Maekdys S ¢
was born on the stationin about 1899 andis brotherRoy Mackayin about 1900. Both became
acknowledged cultural leadensthintheNy i yapar |l i tribe. George Macke
partner -wast aod 6t a BihsQofiir whordnoweetebms of seventeen horses from Port
Hedland and Roebourne to Roy Hill carting goods for the Mackay brdthers.

On June 12, 1903, Maggie gave birth to a abRoy Hill Station. The boy was named Willigboffin,

after his father. L&t he st ati on owner, John Shaw Mackay, |
who she named Al ec Mackay. At his motherds wi s
insurance against his removal by the Department of Native Affairs.

The Aborigines Act 1905had prohibited interracial marriage without permission and made the Chief
Protector the legal guardian of all Aboriginal children under the age of sixteen with the power to forcibly
remove children from their parents if he deemed fit. Farttore, the Act gave the Chief Protector the
power to oversee and control the property of Aboriginal people in Western Australia.

Maggie was a very strong willed woman. Wi | | ian
have three or four lagig down f | at on the ground;*Insehl®®Bd b
interview William was asked by Ronda Jamieson
wor ked for when you were young?06 William repl i

Oh well, they were sort of friend upith all my people. In fact one of the Mackays, the boss, lived
with my mother ¢é eventually he got his own w
woman and my mother got on together good (page 76).



Above: Fremantle Cemetery- The headstone of John Shaw Mackay of Roy Hill Station.

William left Roy Hill Station in 1921 when he wabod ei ght een to hel p on
Redcliffs station, near Woodstock and Abydos where Redmont railway sidodpis

Meanwhile, Billy wasiving with an Injibandi woman named Ivy Sandiford.

WhenWilliam left Roy Hill, his half brothers and sisters were Jack (1915), Ada (1916), Clara (1920) and
Albert (1921). Later Gordon (1927) and Allan (1929) were born.

Many years later, William Coffivas asked about his years at Redcliffs. He said:

Got on alright too, we got some cattle, big sixty pound bullocks, sold them, but the poor old fella died.

He never | eft anything for us, to usé. Course
know. All you had to d was run a little bit of a fence across, we got a paddock. And not long we get a
paddock when | got there, yes. Good that way
was gathering up wild cattle too, here and there you know. It would haveawega d , t hat
it cost nothing. But the old devil he never made a will out in writing to me, you see, or anyone in the
other family, his wife and that. She was st

anything. And this Bray, theeifare bloke, he claimed everything.

Wi lliambs half brot her , Jack, recorded his mem

| was born on Roy Hill and my parents left when | was small. My father took up a bit of land to do
some prospeaig down here. Prospecting was new to him, he had worked on the stations doing stoc}
work, fencing and well sinking and that sort of thing. Years ago they used only wooden posts for
fencing and my father knew the timber that would stand up to all sortsngfst Blackheart was a
good one. And there was Bloodwood and there was a yam tree, but they were hard to get. The lea
was about 20,000 acres and there was nothing on it, so we built some holding paddocks for when w
did some branding. We called the maRedcliffe[sic], but 1 tds known as Re:q
was in the early 192006s. There wasnoét a | ot o
ant hills around, then the land would be pretty good. Clear of pests or somethingosesuple
thought the country would be better for the ¢
too far down. There were some springs around about, too. Tyler Springs we used a lot and another o
was only a small spring. It was south westwiere we were. Further up from Tyler Springs. | think
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only ever saw it dry up once. | only ever reed@ called an Aboriginal nam@&ll the creeks ran up
there. There was one we called Cadjebut Creek and another at Redmont. The junction was just abo
Redmont and they all emptied into the springs. But a lot of wild cattle moved in after we left and
trampled everything down. There was always water in the springs when we were there, even a
through the 1925 drought.

Williamds mother tiMaggive siwoRledlcsofmés from Roy
cook. I't was a great achievasntead dorhanwad@dotrh g
station and to stock the land. According to ltst Lands Repart

Unable to obtaimank loans, the only way Aboriginal farmers could finance [their improvements] was
to work for others. This would often take them away for a season at a time placing themselves at ris
of being accused of having abandoned their farm.

On the morning of Jyl18, 1929, Billy Coffin was employed fencing for Draper and Sons of Woodstock
Pastoral Company fifteen miles from Woodstock Station when he died suddenly. The following story,
taken from released Government files, tells of the hardships the family fieedh& death of Billy
Coffin.

Jack Coffin remembers:

When | was a young boy | moved around with my father doing different jobs. When he died we
couldndot keep the station. My half brother,
tried © work the station but was too inexperienced in the station lifecaodu | d n 6 t ma n a
wasnot very ol d, but already hpgld & UOewdoki dé& |
Wel fare helped very much. We idays Sotthe gtaion closedc h
The family went out working the alluvial gold thén.

In January the next year, Frank Leeds, the rationing officer at neighbouring Abydos Station, reported the
Billyds son, Wiohdhead ofcattlefiochBee d i d fsor tyyeds contin
all rates and taxes have been paid and stores to keep them going to about May. I still have forty pounds
their credit here.® Leeds suggested to the Chi

€t hey woul d aldnethus saving @aur deparfment any expense as they are perfectly happy
and contented ... Things are very dry about the district and we all are waiting for rain to fall, also tc
see wool prices go up.

Meanwhile, in the economic depression of the perméditors were becoming concernésh Tow,

Draper and Gener al Shopkeeper of Port Hedl and
you are winding up your fatherdés estated and e
some considerable time.d The Chi ef Protector of

Ah Tow have included | iquor at any time. 6 He v
the estates of all deceased natives, aborigines @hddstes is now entirely in my hands by direction of

the Governoreéed Apparently Wi lliam was tiring
hand written | etter to the Department of Nat i
simgy, "I am writing to ask you to | et me off t|

On May 27, 1930, the Inspector of Aborigines for the district reported:

! Interview with Jack Coffin by Louis Warren
16thJuly 199%tJ ack and EIl sieds house Kingsmill Street Port Hed]l
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In my opinion, Willie Coffin is making a noble unselfish attempt to carry the burden his father laid
down when as®thedEstatedshoald relieve him of the handicap of debt in consideration of
the benefits the beneficiaries are receiving from his personal efforts.

In his report, the Inspector informed tGaief Protector:
There are 5 to 7 steers running on Redahffiich could be sold now, profitably, beef in good demand
the weather is cool, but it must be done now. Later the weather will be too warm to move them. Thes

steers will not improve to any appreciable intent by keeping them.

When they were visited by ¢hinspector of Aborigines in May the Coffin family were reported to have

about 25 cows and some horses at Redcl i ffs 06a
reported:

Willie Coffin, the el dest son péunds aweekmnapdkeep rd :
all T good worker, useful; his younger brother Jack is also at White Springs and is doing well. The
mot her and family are |iving in the bush, rer
holding of Billie Coffin( deceased) €& H/c Willie Clifton 1is
Willie Coffin agrees to this. Clifton cl ai ms
kangarooi ng, and should be perfectl ynteenmlitt an

holding; with own cows to supply milk and butter. These poor people are living in dread of being
taken away to a strange land.

Willie Coffin is half brother to Aleck McKay, but has no interest in Euro Springs, he visited there
because the ather of both, Maggie, F.B.Egoes to Euro [springs] to look after Aleck McKay. | saw
Maggie who is now at Roy Hill waiting for Al e
to Euro. Recommend that they be allowed to remain at Redcliff,dvaiholding...

In July, 1930, the Under Secretary for Lands advised that the lease was paid to 30th June and an amo
of four pounds as half yearly rental was due. The Chief Protector replied that the estate was now in tt
hands of the Curator of Intest e Est ates déand this Department

A

matter . O

When the Curator assumed control of the file, a more inflexible attitude was apparent. The Curator wrot

to the Chief Protector, 0 A ptpateonofall estates of deceasedmatives f
and halic ast es [ ar e] entirely in your hands have ¢
cannot be used in this wayebo

The Curator was referring to understandings given to local pastoralistsx&ople, in August 1930 Mr

R. Draper of Woodstock Pastoral Company wrote that William Coffin had been mistakenly issued with
seven pounds worth of rations after he had already been paid for a contract for five miles of fencing
Draper claimed:

Mr Mitchellhas | ed me to believe that the depart me
that i1 f this native was relieved of his own d
and her family but that it was not possible for him to camyunless relieved of his liabilities. If you

look at the account enclosed in my letter of" Zine, you will observe that the account was for
foodstuffs.

Similarly, on November 2%the Curator of Intestate Estates replied to Frank Leegsrding the drty-
one head of cattle which had been sold in December [929:

Your statement refers to transactions some ¢
which his estate is not i n any way respgtasi b
sale] will result in my having to take proceedings for its recovery. This is regretted but unfortunately
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any goods, etc, supplied by you since the date of death can not be set off against the proceeds of 1
41 cattle. No authority was given by medio this and no other person is legally entitled to do so.

Native Affairs also wrote that Leeds must now repay the money and threatened to take legal actio
againsthim. On November 29, 1930, Frank Leeds replied that he was only trying to help the &odfins
was practically insolvent himself since Abydos had debts of over thirteen thousand pounds. Leeds adde

o1l had nothing whatever to do with them sellin
bank and they got the money as they t@drfrom me to pay their debts ... Being a Rationing Officer |
t hought | would be doing right. o

The widow and her oldest son were continually frustrated in their attempts to keep the station solvent. Iv
wrote to Mr A. O. Neville in May 1931:

Dear Sir,
| have heard that you making inquiries re my whereaboatshe present time | am at the Old Shaw
tin field via Marble Bar, before coming here | was at the Western Shaw goldfields for 7 or 8 months.

Re my husbandés pr oper towhowVstant id the/matter. khave e buyer | ¢
for the cattle on the place but do not know what to do and if the cattle are left any longer they will be
too wild to handle and also | may not get another chance to sell. | have heard that you wrote to m

somet i me ago but | have not received any | etter
Mrs W Coffin
Legally, it appears that the widow had no righ

married.On May 9, 1932, Frank Leeds ote to the Chief Protector:

vy Coffin has applied to me for rations for herself and 3 children. This is a deserving case and the\
are just about starving. They also need clothes and blankets. Ndme€offin, Clara Coffin 11
years, Gordon Coffin 5 yes, Allan Coffin 4 years.

Rations were eventually issued to Mrs Coffin and her children from July 1932, at a cost of 7/0d per week
with the Department aiming to recover the cost from the esfatgever, the Curator of Intestate Estates
replied to the Cief Protector on August 1st:

The charge for rations to Mrs Coffin and her family will not be admitted by me as a claim against the

estate of William Coffin. I have no proof th
should there be any balanée t he moni es held will be paid to
As the years passed since Billy Coffinds deat!l

with the Coffin family prevented from managing or selling the stickeemed contradiory that vy and

her children were not legally recognised as inheritors of the property while the value of their rations wa:
to be claimed by the Department from any money remaining in the estate. Hospital fees for William
Coffin also amounted to 11/1&f@h 1934.

Summi ng up the assets, the Department reported
acres Lease 3149/96] were 13 head of cattle. 6
room, three bough shed huts with papbar k r oof s, oone stone fire

front of humpies, approximately two miles [of fencing], well, windlass and bucket [and] one small stock
yard. 6 They also reported that an ofoinéirAlanfe s e\
Lievre of Roy Hill but the deal had fallen through. Unsold assets were:

2 packsaddles and 1 set of pack bags.
10 horse collars, fair condition.

1 old cart saddlé worn out

| pair winkers



2 sets of hames and traces
1 sulky saddle, out of rejr
1 set leading harness

1 halter

1 set spring cart harness

3 buckets

1 shoeing kit assorted

3 dingo traps

1 old grinding stone

2 old sulkies worn out

When it became clear that the property would not sell, the Chief Protector wrote to Curator afelntest
Estates on June 20, 1934:

| am prepared to transfer Lease No. 3149/96 for the purpose of an Aboriginal Reserve if your
department will make the necessary arrangements and pay the outstanding rent, rates and ta
amounting to approximately 36/3/0d36/6/34, plus fees.

A week | ater the Chief Protector clarified his
reserve would be to hand it back to the family, and if it is to be no good to them we certainly would pay
not hi n gskihgfor advide, th@ ChAef Protector wroteRi@nk Leeds on June 28, 1934:

Il shall be glad to | earn i f the Coffin famil.)\
the market for disposal, and my object in making these inquiriessisetavhether it is of any further

use to the family, and whether it could be worked by them. If it is any use, the advisability of buying it
could be considered.

Frank Leeds may have been tiring of the whole affair or he may have recognised that thenipport
make a go of the station had passed. As rationing officer, he may also have given a biased opinion. |
replied from Abydos on July 7 to the Chief Protector in Perth:

In reply to [your letter 28/6/34] it is impossible for the Coffin family to dgthing as regards to Red
Cliffs as they have no money so it would be better to sell the place. They are camped at Western She
and what with the Govt rations and what little bit of gold they get now and then they are able to carry
on and look after thembes.

After considering Leedsd reply, the Chief Prot
prevented the Coffins from working their station. He wrote to the Curator on August 21, 1934:

I am now in receipt of a reply stating that ibwd be impossible for the Coffin family to do anything
with Redcliffs as they have no money. The family is staying at the Western Shaw where they get
little bit of gold and this and Government r a
It is now clear that it was a pity to disturb the family. They were getting a living on Redcliffs and now
they have lost the property and are on Government rations, perhaps for many years.

The Curator was clearly of f eand epliedryOctolleed: Chi e f

What actually is intended to be conveyed by the above? So far as facts are known to this office thi
paragraph is certainly misleading and not in accordance with the fact.

The Coffin family was not at any time disturbed bystbffice and as a matter of fact the Police
reports indicate the Coffin family were very seldom at Redcliff and never occupied it for more than 14
days in any one year and for the balance of the year were quartered over the country and actually
thedat of death é were at Shaw Riveré



Above: Mr A O Neville, the Chief Protector of Aborigines in Western Australia from 1915 to March 20,
1940.

In February, 1935, the outstanding rents amounted to 37/0/0d and by July the next year the Lanc
Department adsed that the lease had been cancelled. The total owing of 43/16/0d had also beel
cancelled. It was noted that if the station had been sold for the asking price of sixty pounds, only sixtee
pounds would have gone to the estate. However, there was nawedebnsideration of the rights of the

wi dow, Il vy Coffin. On June 11, 1936, t he Cur at
balance to the widow or to the Aborigines Trust Account will you kindly advise me whether or not the
deceasedadi s wi fe were | egally married. o

Il n August, the Chief Protector wrote to Frank
married. 6 The answer was negative, so0o in Septe
Coffin.lvyCof fi n was not | egally married to the abo\

The Curator again asked the Chief Protector if Native Affairs still wished to acquire the station for a

native reserve. By now the Departmentos advic
the property appears to be of no use to the Cof

In winding up the estate there was <concern th

Department wi l |l recergsviea ureotolfi ndéd elsn satt eea dv,a st hpea
Natives in part payment of the cost ImAugustda36, o ni
the balance sheet was given as: 06sal endalbyFcankt t |
Leeds 40/0/0d; c¢claim by Ah Tow 12/ 1/ 6d5d wi t h

The el dest son was unable to support his mothe
Protectofl November 16, 1936): 06 Wiyldckyer an@ loaé dixichildren ofihis m
own to support. He is working for Mr Bligh at three pounds a week which | doubt he will ever receive
and also is trying to pay of a Department al de

Later in November Frank Leeds was informed tfaions to Ivy and three of her children were to be
discontinued at the end of the year. The Chief Protector wrote:

| understand that two or three of the older members of the family are working and earning wages an
should be in a position to assist iretbupport of the mother and younger members of the family, and
that further William Clifton is practically living with Mrs Coffin and earning his living by fossicking
for alluvial gold®
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A 1939 Inspectords report fr o/werd deing assistedobg Wiliamd e s
Clifton, who was also the partner of Maud Lockyer from Roebourne:

At the present there are quite a number of halfcastes at Woodstock SaatienCoffin has casual

work there, and will be employed until shearing is ovex then intends to return to Tamborah to
fossick for gold. This family are more or | es
not see Clifton as he was away with the mustering camp. Woodstock was due to shear a few days aff
my visit. Clifton is about fifty years of age and is married to a halfcaste woman named Maud, aged
about forty two years. The Cliftons have seven children. Clifton has another halfcaste woman living
with him named Ivy Coffin. Ivy has eight children, four of the dteh are with her and the others are
away working. From what I could | earn, |l vyos
has taken charge of this family and provides for them.

Very little changed until A. O. Neville retired in Marct940, dter twentyfive years.F . 6Sonnyo

then became the Acting Commissioner. Mr Bray noticed that the files for the estate of Billy Coffin,

6deceased 18/ 7/ 1929, 6 Ohave apparently been ov

in Septembera36 a cheque for 34/5/5d was receivwahd fr
i nterest this came to 35/19/10d. l vy Coffin w
children: oOWi Il lie 33, Jackd&m,13AdaAl2ldan Cl1Hg aFn2
summary explained that the Department supplied Ivy, Clara, Gordon and Allan with rations with the
intention of claiming the cost against the Estate. The Curator of Intestate Estates refused to recognise st
a clam (because the couple were not legally married). Therefore, as there were no recognised next of ki
the Estate was transferred to the Department in September 1936. Although Native Affairs was refuse
repayment of rations paid, they still received theabalc e of t he estate, Opaid

A

benefit of natives generally. o

In 1936the Chief Protector of &tive Affairswas renamethe CommissionerThe Native Administration
Act 19051936 which replaced théborigines Act 190gavehim thepower to withhold consent to any

Aboriginal marriageThe Commissionerwrote 6i f si mi |l ar circumstances
of a native dying é the tribal wife andanidemall dr
note addd , 060As a speci al consideration you may cC

deceasedods wife and the c hiHodeveythe Depavtmemtgnsisied ont h e
repayment for rations suppl iéedThoeatCoaf fd st | ofst
received nothing from the balance.

I n 1936, the Chief Protector wanted to £t @amotdd:
Aborigines coul d -bbleo onddv eAdb oan dy i dreisx exdies wha warked S
on surrounding stations moved to Tambourah as well as about 20-ageabthildren and a number of
young womeri. Amongst them werehe Coffins and CliftonsThe Tambourah Creek Reserve, number
21802, of 198,000 acres was created on Jarigr¥938. The reserve has never been cancelled.

William Coffin worked around Tambourah Creek with a Mr Ryan making dry blowers for the alluvial
fields. Mr Bligh managed the nearby batt&¥he ruins of a stone wall at Tambourah still mark the site
ofthe William and MaylodC Kéith Blighh the battery snanager, wrote to the
Commi ssioner that o6William Coffin wishes to ma
funny story, but William has asked me to let you know. Hetwean t o be marri ed f or

It is not surprising that William wanted to make his relationship legal after the difficulties the family had
gone through since the death of his father and the loss of the family property. His concernHibdtie c
may well have been a result of the child removal policies affecting many Pilbara Aboriginal families in
the 1940s. Also, amendments to the Commonwe&tihial Securities Acin 1941 extended child
endowment to O0det’ribalisedbé Aborigines.



In Februay 1941 Mr Bray, the Commissioner of Native Affaircongratulated the couple on their

decision: 6They wil/l s h o w-castesgmotlte dPorteHeddandDistect. tf they ma
do | shall be grateful to William and May for their recognitminthe social and christian necessities of
their state.d On May 20, the Commi ssioner iss

Section 45 of theNative Administration Act 19080 to the marriage of William Coffin and May
Lockyer . o

Mr Bligh at Tambourah informed the Commissioner:

I have entered Mayb6s name as O0Coffind as shi
William and he was delighted by your remarKks.
of a bl o kaevd WiliamHaa & goodknumber of years and have found him to a very good
clean |l iver. € They have seven children and

thinking of starting up Matrimonial Agency here.

The happy event took place on Seppem24"at Bl i ghés home in Tambour a
officiating. Before the wedding, the priest baptised William, May and three of their children and four
ot hers present. Bligh reported, o6my wife and I

Despitet hei r marri age, the Coffins were not Citi zeé
Australian Government passed tiNative (Citizenship Rights) Aawvhich gave citizenship to any
Aborigine upon application to a magistrate, provitteely couldshowt hat t hey O0had adc¢
and habits &Wilkliivami appliléedefodér o6a Certificate
was approved five months later. Presumablyiiise was what Willianmad in mindin his 1930 request
tobefre of Ot hi ®nbFabkbdarpwc®d, 1947, |lvy Coffin f
wish to become a citizen of the State of Western Australia in accordance with the provisions of the
Natives (Citizenship Right) Ac, 9 4 i Jude, he Inspector repded:

The Applicant is not educated, but speaks quite well. Her conduct apparently is very good, and she
apparently a clean living old soul without much very much vice.

Six months later, a Certificate of Citizenship vedsoissued to Wliam and May Coffin.William passed
away on September 2, 198&hd is buried in the Marble Bar cemetery
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Above: 1920s map showig Redcliffs Sation, Lease number 3149/96
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Recordin the Battye Library, Perth, WA
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