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Biography 

 

Mrs Caroline Augusta A. Scarfe (1852-1926)- member of the Socialist Party, long term supporter 
in Northcote, Minnie’s mother, valued member of Northcote ALP for many years, took part in every 
election.   

By Dr Jan Penney, Historian, Greater Metropolitan Cemeteries Trust member 

Caroline Augusta Rich was born in South Australia in 1852 to parents Alfred Franklin Rich (1814-1900) 
and Bridget nee Doyle (1830-1900). Her father had been born in Lynn, Essex, Massachusetts in America 
into a politically prominent family of English descent but her mother came from Tipperary, Ireland. They 
married in Sydney in 1845 having each migrated separately to Australia.   

Alfred had been in the crew of the whaling ship Navy when he left America in 1835 and travelled to the 
Australian waters around Tasmania searching for sperm whales. When his voyaged finished at Hobart in 
1836  and he was paid off he decided to stay in Hobart for a few years. He then tried Sydney where he 
worked his trade as a bootmaker for short time before assisting in a large stationary store. This gave him 
a taste for trade and, when he realised that South Australia was opening up with  the Burra gold mines 
flourishing, he decided to make his fortune there, not on the gold fields but by assuming his old trade 
and servicing the miners and their families.  

Alfred was already well established and quite successful in Port Elliott by 1847 as his name is listed 
among the petitioners appealing to the then governor to make better road provisions for the port of 
Adelaide by developing better road and trade connections. Alfred, a shoe maker by trade,  became a 
naturalised Australian in 1849 and had no plans to return to America, especially after he married 
Bridget.  

Caroline Augusta Rich was their first born child and she was named after Alfred’s sister, Caroline 
Augusta Rich, who had died in Lynn Massachusetts in 1849 when she was just 29 years old.  She was the 
baby in his family and he was her older brother by 6 years.  A year after Caroline was born in 1852 , her 
brother, Robert Alfred Rich, arrived but he died the following year. Emma and Fanny were both born in 
following few years but it seems these two girls might not have survived childhood either.  

All were born in Port Elliott, South Australia, which was established firstly as a whaling outpost and 
spotting station on the southern end of the Fleurieu Peninsular. It had only been proclaimed a port in 
1851 so Caroline’s parents were among the original settlers. Port Elliott was the main port for the 
Murray River trade by 1851 as the  river mouth was very shallow and treacherous so the mighty paddle 
steamers terminated their routes at Goolwa upstream. This town was connected to Port Elliott by the 
first Australian public railway, completed in 1854 just as the river trade began to flourish, so that the 
wool bales and other goods brought down river to be sent overseas could be loaded there. And in return 
the goods required by upriver townships and stations could be loaded from the large ships moored in 
the harbour. 

Caroline was brought up in a successful, small business family and was very familiar with the way shops 
and trades could be managed to generate funds and bring status to the family. Her father was involved 
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in many aspects of  community life in Port Elliott and she had 
learned from watching him how important business networks 
were.  Her sons later followed in her footsteps. 
 
 Caroline met Walter Henry Scarfe in Port Elliott where he was then working as a shop assistant. Walter 
Henry Scarfe (1848-1923) was born in Bishops Sortford, Hertfordshire, England on 2 August, 1848, the 
second oldest  of 11 children to parents Henry Cornelius Scarfe (1816-1895) and Eliza Scarfe (distant 
relatives) (1822-1880). He came to Port Elliott in South Australia with his family in the late 1850s and 
they settled there when his father took up land Port Elliott in 1859.  His father was the Clerk of the local 
Courts for Port Elliott and Goolwa for over 29 years , as well as the electoral officer, and the family was 
very well known in those parts. 
 
Walter married  Caroline Augusta Rich on 9th  May, 1870, at Port Elliott.  They had 8 children: Rose Mary 
Elizabeth Scarfe (1872-1946);  Herbert Edwin Rich Scarfe (1874-1964); Minnie Adelaide Augusta Scarfe 
(1876-1924) ; Mabel Victoria Scarfe (Mrs Pepper) (1880--1961); Louis Mortimer Scarfe (1881-1962-); 
Lawrence Cornelius Scarfe (Laurie)  (1883-1962-); Florence Gertrude Scarfe (Florrie)  (1885-1978);  
Ernest Walter Scarfe (1890-1977). 
 
By 1902 the Scarfe family were established in Melbourne in Joliment where they were living when their 
eldest son, Herbert Edwin, was married to  Edith nee Nicholson By the Rev Charles Strong  in the 
Australian Church in 1902. The Australian Church, founded by the Rev Dr Charles Strong in 1884, had a 
strong commitment to social justice matters and was intensively  anti conscriptionist during WW1. 
Prime Minister Alfred Deakin was a member of that church and for the Scarfe family this church his 
teachings matched their own interest in such matters. Rev Strong married, and buried, almost the entire 
family over the years. 
 
They soon bought a home, Trevispin at  43 Clarendon Street, Thornbury (since demolished) where the 
family lived for the rest of their lives. Here Caroline became heavily involved in the Australian Labour 
Party’s Northcote branch on many levels. She was a member of the Women’s Committee up to her 
death having previously been a stalwart member of the early Socialist Party, the first explicitly Marxist 
Party in Australia. It operated as a force for socialist education within the wider labour movement. 
 
 Within the ALP she often operated as a delegate of the Northcote Branch at state and federal meetings, 
was a fund raiser of some repute working all the stalls at events and fetes, managing the gatherings such 
as the annual Christmas Party and holding frequent meetings at her home.  Meanwhile she took care of 
her large family and ran a substantial house and home. 
 
Perhaps her greatest assistance to the ALP was at election  time. Caroline was a determined canvasser 
and it mattered not whether this inolved munnicipal elections or federal or state elections, the ALP 
Northcote Branch relied on her enthusiastic support, her wealth of knowledge and her unstinting hard 
work.  Caroline was elected the first president of the Women’s Organising Committtee of the Political 
Labour Council. 
 
Although in some ill health around 1916 Caroline still remained involved wherever she could . She was 
described as having a ‘cheery disposition’ and was well respected by her local community but especially 
by the members of the Northcote ALP. Her husband, Walter, was a manager and accountant by 
profession and her eldest son, Herbert became a draughtsman. The other three sons all went into the 
clothing trade. Ernest, Louis and Laurie were all women’s tailors by profession as well clothiers and 
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mercers  each with their own shops, Ernest in Thornbury and 
Laurie in Brunswick. Louis worked in Brunswick also, perhaps 
with his brother. While the four men each married and had a 
family only Mabel did so. Rose Mary, Minnie and Florrie never 
married. 
 
Rose Mary was a milliner by profession and opened her own shop at 224 High Steet Northcote in 1914. 
Like her brothers she preferred to own a small business.  She was described as ‘an artist in millinery’ in 
her advertisements.  She ran a successful business there for many years.  Minnie worked with her 
mother all her life supporting  the ALP but seems never to have been employed by the party but rather 
worked as a full time volunteer. Florence was a sales assistant most of her life and she lived the longest 
dying, when she was 93 years old. 
 
The Reverend Charles Strong from the Australian Church buried Walter when he died in 1923 and 
Caroline when she died in 1926.  In between these two events their daughter Minnie died, just a year 
after her father, and was buried next to him at Coburg Pine Ridge Cemetery also with a graveside service 
by Rev Strong. Her death was sudden and unexpected  after just a short illness and the family and the 
ALP members grieved for her. She and her parents lie together in their shared grave.  
 
Sisters Rose Mary and Florence were left alone in the house at Clarendon Street as their brothers were 
all married and with families of their own.  Rose Mary Scarfe died in September 1946 and Florence 
reserved a place beside her for when her own time came. Florence continued to work in sales for many 
years.  Florence had to wait some 32 years to join her sister as she died in 1978. 
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 The Tocsin 

1904 Mrs Scarfe elected as delegate to the Womens Committee by the Melbourne East Committee 
unopposed. Seved on many committees as treasurere, delegate, evetns organsiser etc. 

 Tocsin – Womens committee Central Council 

The Socialist newspaper 

Involved with all the fund raisers, stall, Christmas Events etc. 
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 1914 Preston Leader 
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Father of Rose, Minnie, Mabel, Florrie, Herbert, Louis, Laurie, Ernest.  
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