
Kitchen table central to 
Ross Garnett's 'ministry' 

BY LOCAL HISTORIANS, GLORIA GRANT & GERARD BENJAMIN 

WHEN you've been raised in a 
shopkeeping family of long standing and 
delivered grocery orders to kitchen tables 
near and far throughout the suburb, you 
more than qualify for the ascription: "New 
Farm born and bred". 

Well-known local identity Ross Garnett 
began work in the James Street family 
store (adjacent to Browne Street) at the 
age of 15 but before and after -school 
duties in the family business started long 
before that. 

These days, the re-development at 
152 James Street is ensuring that the 
old Garnett family store is but a distant 
memory but Ross' shopkeeping impulse 
lives on. Who else could have overseen 
the record book sales and reprint of 
Reflections on New Farm and the recent 
launch of its stable-mate, Tides of 
Teneriffe? 

Mind you, the impulse to purvey goods 
is possibly genetic. Soon after his arrival 
from Yorkshire in 1884, Ross' great
grandfather Daniel Garnett was listed as 
"grocer and fruiterer" of James Street, 
which is an occupation continued by his 
sons. 

The Garnetts also were bastions of the 
Methodist Church. Not only did Daniel 
serve as a minister at places as diverse 
as Red land Bay and Cairns but land on 
the corner of James and Annie streets, 
part of what was known as Garnett's Hill, 
was "made available to the church for a 
favourable purchase". 

Little wonder is it that Ross should 
likewise be a pillar of the Merthyr Road 
Uniting Church, which is described by 
some as New Farm's town centre and that 
he met his wife-to-be at a Methodist Youth 
Council meeting. 

Behind every prominent man usually is 
a multi -skilled, talented and unassuming 
woman and Desley (nee Cartwright) 
is no exception. Working part -time as 
resource officer with the Family Day 
Care Association of Queensland, Desley 
also is an administrative stalwart of the 

Merthyr Road church. At the same time, 
she continues to be unofficial personal 
assistant to Ross in his other prominent 
role as president of the New Farm & 
Districts Historical Society - this being 
their fifth year in the job. 

As if things are not hectic enough in 
the Garnetts ' Browne Street residence, 
there are also weekly home-stays by their 
two grandchildren (Ross and Desley have 
three daughters: Deborah, Anita and 
Adele) and a continuous string of visitors 
from overseas. For years , the Garnetts 
have provided a home-away-from-home 
to tertiary students from Sri Lanka 
to Sweden, most of whom enjoy the 
legendary initiation of billy tea, damper 
and a barbecued meal cooked by Ross on 
an open fire downstairs. 

Those who know Ross well agree that 
that his opening line usually is: "I've been 
thinking ... " as he takes from his shirt 
pocket, not an iPhone, but a pen and a 
wad of white palm cards. 

"He's full of ideas," Desley said, with 
the benefit of 40 years of marriage 
next month. "Those cards are his filing 
system. They hold lists, phone numbers, 
everything ... " 

The ample proportions of the Garnetts' 
kitchen - replete with a beautiful brick 
fireplace - in their Queenslander .home, 
which dates from the 1890s, make it 
ideal for meetings of every kind. While 
one table usually is stacked high with 
papers to be dealt with, the real business 
takes place at a simple kitchen table. 

"Have a seat," is the time-honoured 
welcome for informal visits that might 
cover suggestions for forthcoming 
speakers at the historical society 's 
meetings, Thursday night discussions at 
Merthyr Road church, logistics for more 
Browne Street tree plantings or organising 
a working bee to lay mulch at the church 
properties at Merthyr Road. 

Sometimes there's the accompaniment 
of a music student 's flute practice wafting 
up from downstairs or the interruption of 

telephone inquiries or even a kookaburra 
squawking for a feed at the window over 
the kitchen sink. 

As the disciplined and well -oiled . 
Team Garnett, Ross and Desley would 
be the last in the world to trumpet 
their achievements. On the historical 
society front alone, the results speak 
for themselves: membership has tripled 
in the past 12 months , numbers of 
attendees at the monthly meetings have 
leapt and the idea of using the larger 
venue of the Merthyr Road Uniting Church 

~ntre was inspired . 
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Is it too poetic to say that Ross and 
Desley's "ministry" of truly dedicated 
community effort has played a major role 
in encouraging and enlarging New Farm's 
"congregation" of historically minded 
enthusiasts? 

Like to know more about the New 
Farm and Districts Historical Society? 
Telephone 3254 1449 or log on to www. 
newfarmhistorical.org.au. The society's 
first meeting for 2010 is to be held on 
Saturday , February 27, from 2pm at the 
Merthyr Road Uniting Church Centre. 
Everyone is welcome to attend. 


