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The Filby Family in Grenfell 
 

These notes have been prepared relying on family records, recollections and stories, 

especially “The Life of a Country Lad” by Nevin Boswell Filby and on material available in 

the “Grenfell Record and Lachlan Advertiser” and other newspapers, with some reference to 

family history records. There may be some divergence from accuracy here, but this material 

is presented as an attempt to document the role of one family in the history and life of the 

town of Grenfell, from its earliest days. Errors, omissions or exaggerations are the fault of the 

author and no offence is intended against any persons mentioned or omitted. No names have 

been changed to protect the innocent, though some events may have been omitted. 

 

David Yates, Brisbane, June 2016 

-------------------------------- 

 

On December 27th 1866, very soon after gold was 

discovered in the Emu Creek area, sawyer William 

Boswell Filby arrived in the newly named Grenfell 

“with a pack horse and team and party” seeking gold, 

though apparently unsuccessfully. The party included 

his mother Mary, partner Marie Blanche and her baby 

daughter Marie. For the next 75 years, the Filby family 

were committed members of the Grenfell community. 

 

 

 

 

 

Marie (nee Blanch) and William Boswell Filby 
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           A page from William Boswell Filby’s Diary 

 

 

 

I came to Grenfell on the 27 of December 1866 with a pack horse and camped at the back 

of Nelsons factory. The first week I was sheparding at the three mile Goolagong Road. A 

duffer next in the one mile no good at the time. In February 1867 took a contract to sink 

two wells at Nariah but mates went duffing their sheep so I left and came back to Grenfell 

just in time to take up a prospecting claim at the 7 mile at the back of Simpsons bottomed 

on 5 dwts. Gave it up and came into town and took up a block and pitt on at the back of old 

Nashes boot shop. Done very well for a few months until we got flooded out – then went to 
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work in O’Brien’s reef, and worked there for 4 years and then the reef was closed to a lot 

of us. I then started to work with an old carpenter by the name of G. Gint and picked up a 

lot about the trade so much that I started on my own having put in a tender for Carter’s 

woolshed Marsden and got it and after that I worked in Thomson’s shop on an off for two 

or three years. Since then I have been up to all sorts of callings, fencing, sawing, mining, 

wheel righting, undertaking, public positions, and got to be Mayor of the town and was 

made a JP for my services to the ratepayers and this Diary will show the rest. 

 

Verbatim transcription of William Boswell Filby’s Diary entry. Given that it was 

written well into the 1900’s it is more a recount than diary. 

 

 

William married Marie Blanche in Forbes in 1869. Marie’s father was apparently French and 

mother Mauritian but she had arrived in Sydney at the age of about 11 years under the care of 

others. Between 1865 and 1889 the couple produced five daughters and seven sons, though of 

the boys two died as children. One of them, Norman, was accidentally drowned at four years 

of age. The number of children certainly brought the name Filby to prominence in the district 

for over 74 years. A native French speaker, Marie had difficulty reading and speaking 

English, though she could understand spoken English. Surviving photographs of her show she 

had quite a swarthy complexion. 

 

William’s father, Thomas Boswell Filby was an English sailor who visited New South Wales 

and married Mary Ann Tree in 1842 in Sydney. William was born in 1842 and within a short 

time his father returned to England leaving William and his mother in Sydney. Nothing is 

known of the family for the next 24 years, but life could not have been easy in the rough and 

tumble of a rapidly growing Sydney town. 

 

 

Children of William Boswell Filby and Marie 

Blanche 

 

 Born Died 

Marie Filby  1865 1934 

Joseph Napoleon Filby 1867 1929 

Elizabeth Blanche Filby  1870 1879 

William Edward Boswell Filby  1872 1932 

Madelaine Blanche Filby  1874 1918 

Franswa Boswell Filby  1876 1962 

Thomas Henry Boswell Filby  1878 1951 

Ida Gertrude Boswell Filby 1881 1917 

Norman Gertrude Boswell Filby  1884 1888 

Victor Mortimer Boswell Filby  1885 1969 

Charles Alfred Boswell Filby  1889 1958 

Dorothy Blanche Boswell Filby  1894 1978 

 

The fore names and surname of some of these children vary a little according to 

their preferences and to sources. 



 

 

  - 4 - 
 

William Boswell Filby, widely known as Billy, turned his hand to a diversity of jobs 

including contracting, sinking dams, fencing, and as a timberman in the deep mine. He built 

the first sawpit in the town and may have taken the role of undertaker on some occasions. For 

a period, he and James (Jimmy) McGlinchy were partners, and built many woolsheds and 

other station buildings in the Grenfell area. Later he developed a Blacksmithing business and 

then in 1886 went into partnership with James (Jim) Bilton in a building on the corner of 

Camp and Burrangong Streets, opposite the Empire Hotel. Bilton and Filby were blacksmiths 

and wheelwrights, specialising in building coaches, wagons and sulkies, along with general 

blacksmithing. Their wagon and sulky exhibits at Grenfell shows frequently won awards. 

They were also the Grenfell agents for a monumental mason in Orange and out of town 

makers of wagons and lorries. 

 

William’s mother Mary Ann (nee Tree) married William Bayes in Grenfell in 1876 and the 

couple left the district and Mary died in Cowra in 1881. 

 

In May 1886 a party of somewhere between 10 and 16 men from Grenfell including WB 

Filby travelled by ship and then on horseback to the Kimberly region of Western Australia, 

no mean feat at the time. Each contributing 100 pounds to the capital costs of the party, they 

took horses from Grenfell and purchased equipment in Sydney. They were seeking gold and 

their enthusiasm for their quest convinced the captain of The Mayflower, the ship in which 

they sailed to Darwin, to join them. From the Kimberley area William wrote in detail to the 

Grenfell Record of the trip under the title “From Grenfell to Kimberley”. He “described the 

road as one of great hardships” and “the field itself as a complete failure”, a remarkable 

comment considering the huge quantities of gold and other minerals that have since been 

mined in the region. None of the party appeared to have had differing views, though they had 

found gold by surface mining but in unacceptably small quantities.  (This is a separate story) 

 

Son Willian Edward Boswell Filby married Janet Gahan and by 1904 had taken after his 

father and was one of four blacksmiths operating in Grenfell, the others being Austin's, 

Pearson's, and McCallum's with a fifth, a Mr Murnane having recently retired from the trade. 

In 1909, five blacksmiths of Grenfell, including WEB Filby, cooperated with respect to prices 

for horse shoeing and published their rates in the local newspaper: pony, saddle and cart 

horses, 5s; draft, cocks, 6s, and Cocks and Bars, 7s. In sales of second-hand farm equipment 

advertised in Grenfell, the name Filby as builder was sometimes used as an inducement to 

buy. 

 

Until late in the 19
th

 century WB Filby and son WEB Filby with various others had kept an 

interest in securing mining leases but neither was apparently successful in seeking gold and 

from around the turn of the century concentrated on more certain means of earning an 

income. 

 

WB Filby was active in community affairs, for about 13 years was a local Councillor and was 

elected Mayor of Grenfell in 1898 and appointed a JP. His wife Marie practised as a midwife 

in the town. The last baby she delivered, in 1910, was Stanley McCabe and she showed a life-

long interest in his cricket achievements. For many years WB Filby was a member of the 

Grenfell Volunteer Fire Brigade, and the Captain for several. 

 

The family was involved in activities of the Grenfell Church of England, established in 1877, 

and often contributed musical entertainment to parish and community events. WEB Filby was 
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an accomplished singer and a keen member of the Grenfell “Christy Minstrel Troupe”. 

Newspaper accounts often referred to humorous songs he presented. Marie Blanche Boswell 

Filby was frequently accompanist at musical events and WEB Filby also performed. For 22 

years he also organised a Grenfell brass band, the Enterprise Band, and brother Charles, an 

accomplished cornetist was Honorary Secretary. All the Filby sons played in the band at 

different times. Joseph Napoleon Filby left Grenfell in the early 1900s, married in 

Queensland and became a cane farmer, after some time travelling as a brass musician in a 

variety of circuses on the east coast. 

 

Others of WB and Marie’s sons remained for some time in the town and opened shops as 

tradesmen in Grenfell. They often participated in local social and sporting events. Charles 

was accomplished with a shotgun and WEB bred and sold greyhounds. 

 

During the Boer War, one of the sons, Thomas, enlisted in the 762 strong New South Wales 

Imperial Bushmen. The Bushmen left Sydney on board the transport Armenian, in 1900 to 

serve in Rhodesia and west Transvaal. Private Thomas returned to Australia in June 1901, 

having been invalided out of the regiment. During his service he wrote home to the family 

frequently and on several occasions parts of his letters describing his experiences were 

printed in the Grenfell Record and Lachlan District Advertiser. 

 

 

Grenfell Councillors in 1900.  

William Boswell Filby is 3rd from left, back 

row. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Charles Alfred Boswell Filby, known in the community as Charlie, was the youngest Filby 

son and in November 1910 married Eva Small. They met after Eva came to Grenfell from 

Camden for her health, to stay with an old friend. Charles and Eva produced two children, 

Bessie Lucille Boswell Filby in 1913 and Nevin Boswell Filby in 1919. 

 

 

Charles Alfred Boswell Filby’s 

hairdresser/tobacconist shop in Main 

St. (CAB Filby second from left.) 

 

 

In the early 1900s CAB Filby 

operated a Barber Shop in Main St.  

For lack of premises, for a short time 

in 1912 it was absorbed by Mr 

Josephson's business but later in the 
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year CAB announced that he had reopened his business in the Albion Hotel and later 

operated from a front room of the Commercial Building. One of his three competitors in town 

was William McCabe father of Grenfell’s famous cricketing son, Stan. 

 

On Saturday nights during the wheat season, drivers would bring their grain trucks into town 

for servicing and looking for a bit of fun. They would go to one of the barbers for a full 

shampoo, a shave and trim, and then off to the pictures, a dance or the pub. Saturday nights 

were responsible for perhaps 25% of the week’s earnings of CAB’s saloon, but meant he was 

often not home until after 10pm when the cleaning and sterilising of equipment had been 

completed. 

 

After many years as a men’s Barber in town, in 1927 

CAB Filby was able to announce to the public that he 

had “secured the services of a first class Ladies' 

Hairdresser”, and was “now in a position to meet the 

demands of the present day fashions in ladies' 

hairdressing”, and could ensure quick service using 

“skilled workmanship and up-to-date methods”.  His 

children Bessie and Nevin went to the local school and 

participated in many community events. In the 1929 

Grenfell Children’s Ball each received a prize, Bessie 

for her dress as a Shakespearean character and Nevin for 

his presentation as Clive of India. Bessie was a 

particularly talented student and in her final year 

achieved Dux of the School.  In later years she was 

actively involved in the Girl Guides, several of them as a 

Lieutenant.   

Bessie Filby (Elizabethan woman) and Nevin Filby (Clive of India) dressed up for the 1929 

Grenfell Children’s Ball.  

 

William Boswell Filby suffered a stroke in 1913 and the Grenfell Record newspaper 

announced the departure of William and Marie from the Grenfell district to Sydney. His early 

pioneering, community prominence and favourable reputation were recognised and the 

couple wished a happy time in Sydney.  William Boswell Filby died in Camperdown in 1920 

and Marie in 1934. 

 

In 1915 Eva’s sister, Nurse Elizabeth Small, a midwife, went to Grenfell to practice, and 

stayed a number of years. From 1926 she boarded with her sister and Charles in Short Street 

and left Grenfell in the 1940s. Eva was clearly talented in many areas in addition to nursing 

and frequently entered cooking and handcrafts in local competitions and the Grenfell Show. 

 

Victor Mortimer Filby joined thousands of other rural young men, over 170 of them from 

Grenfell, and signed up for Military Service in 1915. He embarked with the 17
th

 Infantry 

Battalion and travelled to the Mediterranean region. Unfortunately, he suffered a number of 

medical complaints, especially ear problems and spent considerable time either in hospital or 

recuperating. It appears he did not see action and returned to Australia in December 1918. 
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By 1916, 8 years after he commenced 

his blacksmithing business, WEB 

Filby had included painting and 

renovating motor cars in the activities 

of his business and advertised having 

the largest equipment out of Sydney to 

enable putting tyres on wheels. Clearly 

Grenfell was developing and modern 

advances were being brought to the 

town. 

 

 

 

 

William Edward Boswell Filby and staff on the corner of Wood and Camp Streets, about 

1910. 

 

Community concerts, dances, musical evenings, picnics and the Annual Show provided 

ample distractions from the rigors and stresses of rural living. Newspapers of the time 

demonstrate a rich experience for local residents.  Humour amongst Grenfell townsfolk was 

often evident in such activities as the periodically held “Court of Injustice”, in which various 

locals were charged with diverse offences. In 1918, this humour was demonstrated when 

Charles Filby, hairdresser and barber, was charged with “lathering his customers till they 

frothed at the mouth” and William E. B. Filby, blacksmith, was charged with “putting nails in 

horses' feet”. Fines collected from these and other townsfolk for an amusing variety of 

offences were contributed to the Grenfell War Chest Appeal. 

 

WEB Filby died in Grenfell in 1932 after some years of ill health, his wife Janet having pre-

deceased him by a year. He was mourned by a wide portion of the community. With his 

passing the community reflected on his significant presence, having followed in his father’s 

footsteps. During his life he had been Founder and a Leader of the Enterprise Band, a 

Freemason as Member of the Loyal Grenfell Lodge, President of the Junior Cricket Club, 

Captain of the Grenfell Volunteer Fire Brigade for many years, a long-time prizewinning 

NSW poultry breeder with extensive interests in Coursing and Trotting and had filled many 

other roles. His prowess as a poultry breeder had been recognised by the 1920 establishment 

of the “WEB Filby Memorial Cup” to be awarded to the producer of Best Bird in the annual 

Grenfell Show. 

 

 

 

 

Charles, Eva, Bessie and Nevin Filby,  

about 1922 
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Life was tough for many rural folk during the Depression years in Australia and Grenfell was 

as much a victim as any community.  CAB Filby and family had a vegetable garden and 

small orchard adjacent to their home in Wood St and produce was often provided to other 

townsfolk and to passing itinerants to ease their burdens.  The family were regular church 

goers to the Holy Trinity Church and Nevin became a server in his teenage years.   Eva was 

regularly involved in organising the Annual Church Ball, a major community event and fund 

raiser for the church. For some time Nevin was a troop leader in the 1
st
 Grenfell Scouts 

(Kookaburra Troop) and led a small team to the jamboree in Melbourne in 1935. 

 

 

 

 

 

Several members of the Grenfell 

Band. Charles Alfred Boswell Filby 

(3rd from the left, back row), 

cornetist. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grenfell Volunteer Fire Brigade, 1930. Left to right, 

Front Row: William Edward Boswell Filby (Captain), H 

Shoemark, Dick Anderson.  

Back Row: Roley Dodd, Alf Coble, N Woodhouse, Vic 

Newham, A Silveryin, Tom Filby. Sandy Anderson.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Marie Filby (nee Blanche) on her 87th birthday, 26th June 

1934. 
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Charles Alfred Boswell Filby 

and Eva Filby (nee Small) in 

1939 shortly before they left 

Grenfell. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1938 Bessie Filby left Grenfell to study at the Metropolitan Business College and in 1940 

married Jim Adams in Sydney. Her brother Nevin had undertaken to do his Articles with 

Witcombe, Hedworth and Co, chartered accountants in Grenfell. Much of his work related to 

the Grenfell Public Hospital, giving experience that served him well in later employment. 

Having completed his Articles, and wishing to practice in the field he had to leave the district, 

moving to Sydney in 1940. Neither he nor his parents found the separation comfortable so 

CAB and Eva Filby decided to move to Sydney and Nurse Small, Eva’s sister, accompanied 

them. This must have been a particularly difficult move, leaving so many lifelong friends in 

Grenfell. Newspaper advertisements in August 1940 touted the sale of all the household 

furniture and effects from the family home in Short St. At the farewell to the family in the 

Holy Trinity Church, speeches reflected on the wide community involvement by Charles and 

Eva including their active membership in the Far West Children’s Health Scheme, Eva’s 

active membership of the Girl Guides Association, Charles having been on the staff of the 

former Grenfell Observer and his membership of the Grenfell Bowling Club 

 

The departure of CAB and Eva Filby from Grenfell marked the end of 74 years of the Filby 

family’s role in the community. From the arrival of WB Filby and party in 1886 during the 

gold rush to Emu Creek they had been significant contributors to Grenfell’s development and 

persistence. Those who left for the east greatly missed the community on which they had 

grown up and worked. Various family members returned at times to visit friends and attend 

local functions. 

 

Bessie Adams (nee Filby) and James Adam had three sons and a daughter who lived in 

Sydney.  Nevin Filby took a job in the Old Sydney Hospital, but toward the end of 1941 

joined the war effort, enlisting in the RAAF in 1941 and served as a bomber pilot based in 

England. Details of his exploits are described in “The Life of a Country Lad”.  Rev. Norman 

Cooke of Holy Trinity Church married Nevin and Mary McFarland in Sydney in 1945 and 

the couple had two daughters and two sons. His ashes, and those of Mary, are interred in the 
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Grenfell Cemetery amongst the people with whom he had spent a rich boyhood and with 

whom he wished to rest. 

 

 

 

 
 

Finish. 

 

 

 

"This material has been prepared by David Yates, and is copyright. It has been posted 

for information and private study only. No copies may be made in any format, including 

electronic or paper-based, for any purpose except private study, without written 

permission from the author. Contact may be made with the author via this site". etc 

 

 

 

 

 

 


